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SPECIAL THANKS TO DEBORAH ROBERTS
Hair Trigger 33 marks the final issue of this awardwinning magazine for Fiction Writing Department
Assistant to the Chair Deborah Roberts , who retires
this spring after 23 years of meritorious service to the
program and to the magazine. As the person primarily
responsible for shepherding Hair Trigger through the
copyediting , proofreading, and production process ,
Deborah has seen every one of her issues win a
national award, along with well over a hundred winners of
individual awards given to students appearing in its
pages. It is no exaggeration to say that Hair Trigger
would not have achieved its remarkable legacy without
her conscientious , wise , and deeply caring work. The
Fiction Writing Department faculty , staff , students,
and alumni humbly and gratefully dedicate this issue
of Hair Trigger to Deborah Roberts as an expression of
profound gratitude for her manifold contributions to
this magazine.

THE DAVID FRIEDMAN MEMORIAL AWARD
The David Friedman Award offers a cash prize to the best story or
essay published in Hair Trigger each year. Our thanks go to David
Friedman's family, which established this fund in fall 2002 as a
memorial to their son, a talented writer and painter, as well as
an alumnus of Columbia College Chicago and a great friend to
the Fiction Writing Department's students and faculty.
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Preface & Acknowledgments
WELCOME TO THE THIRTY-THIRD EDITION OF HAIR TRIGGER, THE COLUMBIA
College Fiction Writing Department's annual anthology of student writing, featuring the best of the
best in work produced in Story Workshop® and other classes in the undergraduate and graduate
Fiction Writing Department program at Columbia College Chicago. During the three decades since
the magazine was founded by former chair and Story Workshop originator John Schultz, it has
established itself as one of the top journals of its kind in the country. In addition to garnering many
top national awards-among them first-place prizes from the Association of Writers and Writing
Programs, the Coordinating Council of Literary Magazines, and the Columbia University Scholastic
Press Association-Hair Trigger has published the work of well over one hundred individual award
winners, many of whom have gone on to successful careers in writing and publishing, as well as a
variety of other writing-related professions. The Fiction Writing Department is proud of those students, as it is of the many other students in classes whose work perhaps did not make it into the magazine's pages but who nonetheless played a part in fostering the creative, energetic, and supportive
environment that has become the hallmark of the program.
As with previous issues of the magazine, Hair Trigger 33 collects prose fiction and creative
nonfiction writing by undergraduate BA and BFA students, and by graduate students in the MFA in
Creative Writing-Fiction, MA in the Teaching of Writing, and Combined Degree programs. These
works come primarily from core Story Workshop classes- Introduction to Fiction Writing, Fiction
Writing I and II, Prose Forms, Advanced Fiction, and Advanced Prose Forms-as well as from
Fiction Seminars, Critical Reading and Writing classes, and a wide variety of creative nonfiction,
playwriting, genre fiction, publishing, electronic applications, and other Specialty Writing classes
taught with distinctly complementary and successful approaches. The success of the Story
Workshop method and those other approaches used in the Fiction Writing Department program is
reflected in the broad range of voices, subjects, forms , and cultural/linguistic backgrounds represented in all editions of Hair Trigger during its illustrious history, including the edition you are
holding in your hands.
An exhaustive and rigorous selection process ensures that no excellent story- whatever its
voice, subject, or approach- will be overlooked. Student editors in our College Literary Magazine
Publishing class work for a semester with a faculty advisor who helps them reveal their unconscious
as well as conscious biases, form into diverse teams, read submissions, and decide which should be

given to the full group for consideration. Those manuscripts passed ahead in the process are read by
all editors, who then begin the hard work of deciding which pieces should go into the final magazine. Instructors may appeal a rejected piece for another reading and further discussion by student
editors who, along with Faculty Advisor Chris Maul Rice and Hair Trigger supervisor Shawn
Shiflett, are responsible for making the final decisions. For space reasons, we are unable to include
many excellent stories, essays, and plays each year; but over the magazine's history, this thorough,
fair process has ensured that the very best work will eventually see the light of day. Respect for the
reader, for content, for form, for point of view and language, and for vividness of telling characterize the selections printed in this volume, and we believe that the diversity represented in the pages
of Hair Trigger 33 stands as a distinct and refreshing contrast to the so-called "workshop story"
found in many other writing programs. Our appreciation goes to the student editors, chosen for their
own ability as writers and readers. Congratulations to Chris Maul Rice, who was chiefly responsible
as Faculty Advisor for supervising undergraduate and graduate student editors in the overall selection and production process for Hair Trigger 33, and to full-time faculty Shawn Shiflett, who oversees Hair Trigger for the Fiction Writing Department.
Thanks to Associate Chair Gary Johnson and to faculty members Andy Allegretti, Don
Gennaro De Grazia, Ann Hemenway, Eric May, Patty McNair, Joe Meno, Nami Mun, Audrey
Niffenegger, Alexis Pride, Lisa Schlesinger, Shawn Shiflett, Sam Weller, John Schultz, and Betty
Shiflett for consulting on matters affecting the student editors ' complex selection process- as well
as to the many other excellent adjunct and visiting teacher-writers in the Fiction Writing program.
Thanks to Mary Forde, Assistant Vice President for Creative Services, and to Corey Plazak,
Stefan Coisson, and Edward Thomas for print and cover design and art work layout. Particular thanks
go to Deborah Roberts, Linda Naslund, Nicole Chakalis, and Rob Duffer, for copyediting, proofreading, and supervising critical phases of production, and to Nicolette Kittinger for her work as editorial assistant. And special thanks to Mica "Seriously? I drank that whole pot of coffee?" Racine, who
has long given us invaluable assistance in production and design of Hair Trigger and other projects.
Our profound gratitude goes to Warrick Carter, President of Columbia College Chicago; to Steve
Kapelke, Provost and Senior Vice President; to Louise Love, Vice President for Academic Affairs;
and to Eliza Nichols, Dean of the School of Fine and Performing Arts for their continuing support
and encouragement of this program. We owe a debt, above all, to the over 750 students registered for

classes in the Fiction Writing Department each semester from whose writing the selected pieces in
this volume were gleaned. The year marks the final edition overseen by the retiring Assistant to the
Chair Deborah Roberts. Her conscientious and caring attention to all aspects of Hair Trigger production has, over twenty-three years, resulted in an award-winning magazine that has showcased the
quality and diversity of our writing program. We offer profound thanks for all she has brought to
this magazine and our students.
We sincerely hope that you enjoy the original and inventive work appearing in this edition of
Hair Trigger.
Randall Albers, Chair
Fiction Writing Department
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Golden State
Cat Jimenez

IT WAS DARK WHEN I LEFT THE CABIN IN ITS TANGLED NEST OF ROADS NEAR THE

Russian River, the moon just ceding its claim on the sky when I passed the
houses of Pismo all lined up on the shore of the Pacific like pastel Easter
candy. Now the sun is high above and I can feel melanomas budding on my
left forearm as I reach the bottom of Laurel Canyon. Sun filters through the
canopy of trees in scattered, kaleidoscopic shadows; heat waves rise up from
the brown hood of the truck and make the winding road shimmer.
The drive down from Seattle has been meditative, numbing, everything
I wanted it to be. Los Angeles hadn't been a plan so much as an eventuality.
I'd stayed a few days in the family summer cabin in Guerneville to sober up
and thought briefly of stopping in to see my mother in Santa Cruz, but
before I knew it, redwood and sequoia gave way to Monterey pine,
Monterey pine to Coast Live Oak, oak to eucalyptus.
I slow the truck into the dirt pullout and fish some quarters from the
back pocket of my jeans for the pay phone. The exhaust from passing cars
mixes with dust blowing down off the hill, making the air thick and dirty. I
pull my tank top up over my nose and mouth. The phone rings once, twice,
and she answers with, "Fucking pick a lane. Jesus! Hello? Maria?"

Cat Jimenez

"Yeah, it's me."
"Where are you?"
"I'm in the Canyon, by the market." I kick at a loose rock with the toe
of my boot and squint in search of a street sign. "There's no sign here."
"Listen, I'm stuck in traffic. Can you just meet me at the restaurant?
Corner of La Cienega and Westmont."
"Sure, I-"
"Great! Can't wait to see you."
I get back in the truck and look at myself in the rearview mirror, using
the sweat from my forehead to smooth my hair back into a ponytail. I wipe
at the thin coating of dust and road grime on my cheeks, rub my finger
across my teeth a few times, and shift into reverse.
It takes me forty minutes to travel the seven miles to the restaurant. I've
never been good with maps. The restaurant is one of those modern places
that serves tiny food on large plates and tops everything with some kind of
reduction. Susan's already there when I arrive, sitting at the long, concrete
bar, flirting with the bartender and writing something down on the back of
a business card. She jumps off the stool when she sees me, enveloping me in
a tight hug and a familiar cloud of Calyx perfume. When the host comes
over to show us to our table, he calls her by her first name.
The combination of nerves and a lingering case of the d.t.'s make me
knock the wine glass to the table as I reach for my water. I make a joke of my
clumsiness and sit on my hands, digging three nails into the back of each thigh.
I look out the window at the cars idling at the light. My pinkies grow numb.
Susan smiles brightly. Her front teeth have been recapped and look
whiter than the rest. "I'm so happy to see you, Chiquita."
"Me too," I say, and I am. The waiter comes over and hands each of us
a menu large enough that we have to hold them to the side in order to see
one another. There aren't any prices. I bite my chapped lips, acutely aware
of the cigarette burn on my shirt and the worn leather of my boots.
"Everything looks good ... but I think I'm gonna have to go with the
ahi tuna," Susan says before lowering her voice into a guilty whisper. "I
went back to meat a year ago, but I still try to eat organic."
"Yeah, that sounds good. I'll have the same. I eat fish every once in a
while. It's hard to keep vegan in the Midwest."
"I still can't believe you made it out there five whole years," she says,
making Chicago sound like the wild tundra of Antarctica and five years like
a lifetime. "Welcome home," she says, raising her water glass and clinking
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it into mine. The backs of my hands are dimpled with the X-and-O pattern
of the rattan chair.
"Not home," I say, sounding defensive and meaner than I'd intended.
"LA is not San Francisco."
"Close enough," she says, and disappears behind her menu again.
Susan catches me up on friends I'd long forgotten, the knitwear company she's starting, her Swedish boyfriend. While she talks, I watch her face,
trying to pin down the alien element. Her red hair has gone blond, the way
the hair of all white girls in LA eventually does, but there's something else.
Gone are the chubby cheeks and thick, black eyeliner she wore from ages
twelve to twenty. Figuring my liver has had enough of a break, I down the
first glass of pinot grigio thirstily and pour another, feeling the alcohol
loosen my shoulders, pooling at the base of my spine.
"So, you call me up after what, like, months, and tell me you'll be in LA
the next day. I didn't even know you were in the same time zone. What the
hell were you doing in Seattle? Something fun, I bet." At the word fun, she
raises an eyebrow and I get the feeling she's about to use the word lifestyle
in the way all people eventually use it. Their way of saying, "You're not like
me. You're not one of us."
"If you call driving a van full of equipment across endless stretches of
highway while Mark sleeps one off, arguing across five states, and sleeping on
a different floor every night fun, then, yeah, it was fun." I take another drink
of my wine. "So many shows fell through, so many things went wrong."
"That's the rock and roll life, baby. I don't know how you've kept up
that lifestyle all these years."
"It's not a lifestyle. It's barely rock and roll. It's bullshit. Bullshit I'm too
old for. I need a shower and something stronger than white wine before I go
into the mess I've made of things." I force a smile. "Tell me more about this
place we're staying."
"Wait 'til you see it. The view is fucking amazing." With her green silk
dress and expensive handbag, Susan looks miles away from the girl I
remember. It has been six years since we last saw one another, eight since we
last shared an apartment, and now we're staring thirty square in the eye. I
want to pick at the skin at her hairline, wonder if I could peel it down like
a mask and find the familiar face underneath. This woman is an imposter.
Susan's coupe takes the turns easily. Low-hanging eucalyptus branches
and clumps of pampas grass flutter as she follows the winding road up the
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hill. I try to keep up. Just before the corkscrew tum, she puts on her blinker
and I follow her up the long driveway. "Well, here we are," she says.
I pull a long duffel bag from the window between the shell and cabin
and sling it over my shoulder. "Here we are," I say.
"Is that it? You have more to bring in?"
"Nothing else I need right now, except a shower."
"Yes, you do," Susan says, putting her arm around my shoulders and
walking me to the front door.
The house is painted white, more windows than walls, and built into the
hill. When we step into the hall, I find it's larger than I'd expected. Susan
throws her keys and purse on the kitchen island and leads me downstairs,
past the living room and a small office into the guest bedroom. "It's just temporary," Susan explains. "Just through the end of November, but when he
showed it to me, I couldn't pass it up." Two twin beds sit in the center of the
room, a small table and lamp dividing them. Sliding glass doors make up the
west-facing wall, with Spanish tile leading down to the terraced garden.
"I think Bill left the dresser empty, so feel free to put your stuff in there.
And I made some room for you in the closet, too."
I set the bag down on one of the beds, unzip it and rummage around. I
find a gray T-shirt and a pair of clean underpants. "Looks good. Thanks
again, Suze. I really appreciate it."
"Hey, no problem. You're as good as family, you know that. But after
your shower-which is upstairs, third door on the right-you're telling me
the whole story. And no boring summary, I want all the sordid details."
"Yes, ma'am," I say.
"I gotta call Niels and check my e-mail. Towels are under the sink,"
Susan says. "Oh, and the hot and cold knobs are switched," she calls, her
voice echoing down the hallway.
In the shower, after the water runs clear of shampoo, I stand still,
leaning against the tile wall and letting the hot water run over my body. I
watch the soap bubble and froth under the spray; peach scented, but too
sweet to smell good. My hands, still shaking, dig into the bar. The soap curls
under my nails. I smooth over the gashes with my thumb. When the water
runs cold, I switch the faucet off with my foot but remain where I am,
watching the water run down my chest, stomach, thighs, shins, feet. I follow
each drop of water as it runs down the drain.
When the sun sinks into the Pacific and the streetlights go on, Sunset
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Boulevard begins to glow. Buildings go dark or light up brightly and people
seem to fluoresce and glitter. Restaurants and bars fill up and spill out onto
the sidewalks. Tourists pose in front of The Roxy, The Viper Room, WhiskyA-Go-Go. Cars creep along, playing loud music, low bass beats pumping
out into the wind. Around the valley the mountains sweep up, then drop off
into the surf to the west, the desert in the east. The city's network of lights
looks like a varicose vein at the foot of the state.
If you were to look down on it from above, the Boulevard would be a
sea of red taillights, but Susan and I are looking the other direction, off into
the hills. Under the lingering smell of smoke, the bay trees, eucalyptus, and
jasmine are fragrant in the still heat. Behind us, the house is lit by lamps in
the living room where Niels sits, working at his computer. His blond curls
are backlit and make him look cherubic.
We sit around the pool drinking 7&7s with extra cherries. Susan gives
me a pair of scissors and I set about cutting my jeans into shorts. "So, are
you going to tell me just what the hell happened?" Susan asks.
I cut into the fabric midway down my thigh. I can feel the metal blade
running along my skin. "I don't know. It just got to be that there was more
fighting than anything else. The whole tour was like that, you know? Wake
up hung over, fight, drive, stop for gas, fight, get to the venue, load in and
set up, fight, watch them play the same songs again for an hour, load out,
try to find somewhere to stay, fight, then do it all over again the next day.
And then we were in Olympia, at the Le Voyeur, and I got really sick. I guess
I hadn't eaten in about a week-"
"Are you still doing that shit?" Susan interrupts.
"Well, it's hard to quit when it's around all the fucking time," I say.
"Your mother always warned us to stay away from powders and pills,
didn't she?" Susan asks.
"Anyway," I continue, ignoring her, "then I guess I drank something
really strong and it just fucked me. I could feel my heart start to beat really
fast, and my whole chest hurt. I couldn't even breathe. Does this look even
to you?" I turn so she can inspect the back.
"It's a little crooked here," Susan says. She takes the scissors from me
and pulls the fabric taut before handing them back.
"So, I guess I passed out at some point. Only Mark didn't even notice. The
drummer had to carry me out to the van. And the whole way to Seattle, I
thought I might be dying, but he didn't even ask me once if I was OK. Anyway,
I just decided I was done with the shit. So I left. How's this leg look?"
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Susan frowns. "It'll look better once they're frayed. So, that's it?"
"Yeah, that's it. He's back at the apartment in Chicago, moving out, or
packing what little there is left to move out. We sold almost everything to
pay for the tour." I take another drink and sit down next to her to dip my
feet into the water. Something in the brush rustles below in the canyon and
mosquitoes whine insistently.
She puts an arm around me and leans her head against mine. "I'm sorry,
Chiquita. It'll get better."
"Keep the Seagram's out and I'll be fine."
"OK, but I find you doing anything stronger and you're dead," she says,
and knocks her head into mine.
We sit in silence for a while. Condensation from my glass drips down
my elbow and I lick it off.
"So, are you still taking pictures?" Susan asks.
"Um, no. Not really. I like film, you know, and everyone wants digital.
It's just really hard to find jobs, and I have to get a better camera, I guess.
I've taken most of the band shots for their website and publicity, but beyond
that ... How about you? I mean, I know you're starting the clothing company, but are you still making films?"
"No. No, I gave that up. Similar reasons, I guess. It's hard to find work,
and I'm just not passionate enough about it to get out there. I was working
as a sub-I told you about that, right?" I nod. "Well, I was talking to one
of the parents at a conference, and she was interested in some of my dress
designs, so she gave me a temporary job in her office, and we're going to try
to launch our line in October. We've got a lot of money riding on it, but I
like her, you know? And I think it's going to be great."
"That's awesome," I say, wishing I had something else to offer. There's
another long pause.
"Remember that one trip to Mendocino? The summer between eighth
grade and high school, and your mom let us go wander around after
dinner?" Susan finally says.
"Yeah. That was the time we found that comedy show, right?"
Susan nods and sweeps her bangs out of her eyes. "And we didn't notice
that the audience was all women until it started. And then it turned out to
be lesbian comedy night, and you'd made us sit up in the front row so we
had to sit through the whole thing."
I picture the barn again, the one where the show was held. "Well, to be
fair, we wore your dad's flannels a lot back then. Instead of grunge kids,
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they probably thought we were just baby dykes."
Susan laughs a tiny, uncomfortable laugh. "You should be so lucky." She
pauses. "I still don't get some of those jokes."
"Me neither."
Above us, only two or three of the brightest stars show through the
layer of smog and smoke. They don't glitter or twinkle, but burn strong. I
look up and follow a satellite until it disappears behind the trees.
"Susan, I'm going to bed," Niels calls.
When we turn, he is at the window. I drain the last swallow of my drink.
"You go in," I say, "I'm going to have another. Stay up a while longer."
I sit on the patio and think about what I didn't tell her. Things I knew
she wouldn't understand. Like that the whole tour had been a disaster. That
Owen had screwed up the booking, so we had a week to kill between Chico
and Olympia. I don't recall seeing the sun even once that whole trip. You
only knew it was daylight because the sky was a slightly paler gray. We'd
arrived in the middle of the night, greeted by a hyper Weimaraner mix and
some half-asleep friends of Jason's I didn't know. After a beer or two and
some small talk about the long drive, everyone but me agreed that it was
time to turn in. Owen took the couch. Jason took the good sleeping bag.
Mark took whatever was left. I volunteered to sleep in the van, and they let
me, seeing as how I was the only girl in a squat house full of guys. Only
Mark knew I didn't have any intention of sleeping. Instead, I spent nights
sitting and reading a book under the dome light with the passenger door
open a crack, until I got paranoid about running down Owen's battery and
would go walking through sleepy neighborhoods thick with mist.
The part about the Voyeur was true. True except for the fact that I'd
gotten so desperate for a fix that I'd blown a guy in one of the stalls. He'd
looked like Calvin Johnson, and I'd thought that was cool until I'd looked up
at him and read Calvin Johnson is A PEDOPHILE written in black marker
just above his head. A few seconds later he came and, uncharacteristically, I
spit it out into my sleeve. He gave me something purer than my usual and
within a few minutes I was gone. My nostrils burned and my throat felt on
fire. I thought I was dying. Worst of all, I thought I was going to die with his
fucking jiz still wet on my sleeve. The rest was true. Though whether Mark
was just oblivious or had just decided he was done with me, I didn't know. I
knew he hadn't touched me since. I knew we were no longer us. I knew that
I'd gotten to LA. Beyond that, everything else was as fluid as the Pacific. I find
KCRW on my Walkman. I lie back and listen to the news.
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Wildfires burning out of control in the San Gabriel Mountains are
threatening homes in historic Laurel Canyon this morning, forcing the evacuation of thousands of residents. The blaze has already consumed more
than seventeen acres and destroyed at least thirty-six homes, and those in
the area are worried about a repeat of the fires of 1979. Firefighters say that
the dry weather, months of moderate drought, and uncooperative Santa Ana
winds are to blame for the voracity of the flames. The department has been
working around the clock to get the fires under control, but officials say
that as of right now, it is only thirty percent contained.
The area has historically been home to many famous residents. Louise
Brooks, Joni Mitchell, Neil Young, members of rock band The Byrds, and
adult film star John Holmes all made their homes in the Canyon, real estate
valued for its seclusion and proximity to Hollywood. That seclusion comes
at a price, however.
Jim Nelson, vice president of the Laurel Canyon Association, describes
the roads as resembling a "pile of tangled spaghetti." These spaghetti roads
make it difficult and sometimes impossible for fire trucks to traverse, and
precious minutes are often lost due to blocked roads and winding, hairpin
turns. Besides the often impassable roads, what makes fires particularly difficult to fight in the area is the number of eucalyptus trees. Eucalyptus contain a highly flammable oil which remain a hazard even after the leaves have
fallen to the ground. Removal of tree litter is difficult in this area of steep
hillsides and sheer drops. Development in Laurel Canyon has been steady
in the last decade, blocking trails previously used by state workers to access
these areas of dense brush and litter. These trees can be seen exploding in
great bursts of flames and residents who have long waged a campaign
against non-native, invasive species are worried that this year's fire season
could be particularly devastating. At this point, the LAFD is concerned but
optimistic. While they are asking about half of the canyon residents to evacuate, the chief estimates that damage will be minimal and that they should
be able to return in the next two days.
When I fall asleep, I dream of trains on fire, spreading flames through
the dry hillsides.
We fall back into an easy routine. In college, she'd wake me with hot
coffee and Britpop on the stereo, sitting on the edge of my bed to put on her
makeup. Now, on mornings after Niels has spent the night, she gets up at
seven to catch a ride with him to work. The house fills with the shampoo-
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scented steam from their showers. I listen for their footsteps in the kitchen, in
the bedroom, on the tile of the entryway, the growl of the car starting. I pull
the pillow over my head and roll over until the sun becomes unbearably
bright and the heat takes over. The coffee is burnt by the time I get to it.
I buy a bathing suit at Mervyn's and take up swimming. Or, more accurately, I take up floating. I become an expert at navigating the water with
one hand; moving through the pool holding a book, a sandwich, a cup of
coffee, a bottle of wine. I float in circles with the bay and eucalyptus leaves,
wayward jasmine blossoms, dead wasps and bees. On my back, I stare up at
the sky, not exactly blue here, the layer of smog and lingering smoke like a
dirty pane of glass, obscuring the view.
When I'm not in the water, I spend the day cleaning, doing laundry, running errands, doing what I can to keep my mind off Mark and Seattle and
Chicago. I go for drives on Mulholland; I follow Sunset down to the beach.
I get lost and find myself in Chinatown, Brentwood, Silverlake, Koreatown,
Los Feliz. I find train tracks along the ocean and follow them, picking bouquets of thistles, grasses, manzanita sticks. I get a book on native plants and
walk around with clippers in my back pocket, cutting down invasive species
near the root.
I pick Susan up from work. Spring is turning to summer, and it's still
light out when we get home. I open a beer for myself and pour chardonnay
into a juice glass for her. We sit on lounge chairs and brush away mosquitoes as the sun sets over the ridge of the canyon. We listen to K-Earth, and
call it Drinking to the Oldies. We talk about world events of consequence,
news of little importance. As the dark sets in, we turn on the lights in the
pool, strip down, and climb in. My fingers and toes still pruny, I lie back so
that my ears are submerged and her voice sounds like musical notes, falling
through the water. I close my eyes and when I wake up, it's morning again.
At ten o'clock, the sunlight is already bright and slices through the gaps
in the curtain, falling across my bare legs at the ankle, my sacrum, one
cheek, and the bridge of my nose. It drills into my brain, which feels slushy
and out to sea. I sit up and prop myself up on one arm. Out the window
pale pink amaryllis are breaking into bloom on the sloping hillside. With
each step I take on shaky legs, nausea tugs at me, warning me against
moving too quickly.
Upstairs, Susan is sitting at the island on one of the bar stools, packing
food into a small cooler. "Took you long enough," she says, not looking up.
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"I was just about to come get you." She is wearing some kind of satiny,
silver tunic with a wide neck. It falls down over one shoulder and I can see
the blue straps of her bathing suit tied around her neck.
"Are we going somewhere?" I lean against the cool surface of the fridge,
steadying myself.
"The beach. Get dressed. You can drink your coffee in the car." Susan
rearranges the contents of the cooler to accommodate a box of crackers. She
looks at me and tosses a rubber band from the junk drawer in my direction. It
lands on the floor. I bend over and my head pounds, but I sweep my long hair
into a looped ponytail. "Come on, get going," Susan says. "There's no better
cure for a hangover than lying on the beach, eating crackers and cheese."
I let Susan drive the truck. My head lolls on the headrest, my dirty, bare
feet resting half out the window on the side-view mirror. I rub at my eyes,
more red than brown, and wipe at the mascara beneath my lower lashes. I
turn my chin up and look sidelong at my reflection. "I'm looking more like
my mother now than my father, don't you think?"
Suze gives me a few quick looks, afraid to take her eyes off the road.
"Yeah, maybe. Your chin looks like it's getting pointier." She sings along
with the tape in the deck. "God, I haven't heard this song in forever. Not
since we saw them in college. Remember, you used to go out with that guy
who worked at Slim's who got us into all those shows when we were
underage? What was his name? The guy who had the Black Flag tattoo on
his neck?"
"Mick."
"Yeah, Mick."
Mick was a piercer and drummer and had a cute Southern accent, and
though he was at least twelve years my senior, I'd started dating him the
minute Suze and I moved to San Francisco from our hometown in the Santa
Cruz mountains. I'd begged her to go with me to see his band play a show
in Oakland at what turned out to be a condemned warehouse. We danced
drunkenly through his set and the afterparty, drywall falling on us all night
like snow, passing a flask of something god-awful between us until BART
stopped running and we realized he'd left without us.
"Man, we had to walk down Telegraph all the way to Berkeley that
night." Susan says, "I know you've got a thing for guys in bands, but you
sure do know how to pick 'em." At the bottom of the hill, she turns to me.
"I didn't mean that. I'm sorry, Chiquita."
On the beach, we spread out towels large enough to double as sails. A
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couple in matching red shorts jogs past, close to the water where the sand
is firm and wet. A Coast Guard jeep patrols the far side of the beach, and
a family with four small, shrieking children plays nearby. The kids run up to
the frothy edge of the Pacific, then jump back as the cold water licks at their
toes, all giggles and screams. Behind us the lifeguard station is empty. There
are remarkably few people out for a Saturday morning.
The ocean is too cold to swim in, so we hang out on the towels and eat
wedges of organic, artisanal brie and drink ice-cold beer from the cooler.
"You can only get this stuff certain times of the year," Susan says,
licking some off her finger.
"I'd have preferred a burrito," I tell her.
"Typical Mexican," she says.
We let the sun bake our skin. Susan lies face up, little drops of sweat
forming in the dip between her hip bones. I look down at my thick thighs,
big even when all my ribs show, and give them a little snarl. I've always felt
dowdy and matronly next to Suze, and the one-piece halter suit I'd been
hoping looked pinup-ish now makes me feel like a middle-aged woman at
the JCC. I crack another beer and think of Chicago, the city I left buried
under a layer of ice. I picture our apartment, on the second floor of a badly
leaning graystone on the Boulevard, and think of Mark, surely back by now,
packing his records into boxes. I expect to feel something, anything at all,
but instead it all just seems very far away. Just as I feel my body start to
relax, there's a voice from above.
"You ladies got any beer to spare?"
When I look up, there are three boys in their late teens looking down at
us. Their bodies cast shadows across our legs.
"No," Susan says and lies back down.
"We'll trade you," the tall one says.
"For what?" I ask.
"Some sweet Humboldt County buds," one of the others answers.
"Not interested," Susan says.
"Come on," the tall one says, "we're good kids."
"Nothing doing," I say. "You 'kids' aren't of age and that pot's illegal."
"Well, how about if we just happen to sit next to you and light up. If
you were to take a drag, and we were to have a sip or two, that wouldn't be
so bad, right?"
Susan looks at me. I look at her.
"Whatever," she says.
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We smoke the pot out of a pipe with a wizard holding a piece of rose
quartz on the end. The tall one introduces himself as Pete, from San Pedro,
which strikes me as funny. The other two are named Jeff and Terry and I
keep mixing them up. They all wear wet suits peeled down their torsos and
awful hemp necklaces.
As soon as I take a second hit I regret it, but the sun feels good and the
cheese tastes better, so I lie back and try to enjoy the high. We talk about
the fires and the waves and after a while, they leave us for the ocean.
"You have headphones in the car, right?" Susan asks.
"I think so," I say.
"I want to hear a song," Susan says. "Let's go get them." She hums a
vaguely familiar commercial jingle, hopping on alternating feet as we cross
the hot blacktop to the car. Her breasts rise and fall, the bottoms peeking
out from the small triangles of turquoise fabric. White against red.
"You need more sunscreen or you're not gonna be able to move
tomorrow," I tell her. The pot has gone to my head and makes me feel like
I'm speaking from inside a bag of cotton.
"Oh, shit. Really?" Stopping for a second, she places a hand on her belly
and watches as her skin flushes from pale to tomato. "Fuck."
"There's some on the dash, I think." I pull at the top of my suit to
inspect my own tan. Brown, as usual.
She fumbles with the lock and we open the doors of the truck, but it's too
hot to get in so we perch on the edge of the seat. Susan takes the tube of lotion
and flips open the cap. Three hours in the sun has changed its consistency and
built up pressure inside. It squirts all over the windshield and the top of the
steering wheel with an audible raspberry sound. It is the funniest thing either
of us have ever seen, and we fall all over each other, laughing.
"What are we going to do now, without any sun lotion, Maria?" Susan
asks between giggles.
"We will have to steal some. This is a serious situation." I try to frown
and fail. "Yes, theft is the answer."
"No. No reason to resort to crime. We'll just run to the store. But I have
to get this shit off the windshield or I won't be able to drive."
I look around for something to use. Under the seat, I find a stray potato,
an escapee from last week's grocery run. "We could use this." Susan's face
twists up and turns even redder. My cheeks and ribs ache. I don't want it to
stop. Some more searching under the seat produces the road atlas she's lent
me. "How about this?"
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Susan considers this for a moment before finally nodding. "OK, but
make it a useless state. One I won't miss."
I hand her Indiana. The cream smears across the windshield. Minnesota
and one of the Dakotas are sacrificed before we can see through the glass
again. As we're finishing up, Pete and the other guys come walking up the
path from the beach.
"Hey," says Pete, "you guys taking off?"
"No. We're on the hunt for some sunscreen," Susan says, and starts giggling all over again.
"Unless you've seen some lying around unattended," I say. My tongue
sticks to the inside of my top lip.
"No problem. We got some over by our towels," the boy with the long
brown hair says.
"Yeah. You guys can't leave now." Pete puts both his hands on the hood
and smiles. "We won't let you."
Susan grabs the potato from the front seat. "Oh, yeah?" she says. She
throws it at Pete's head, but misses by miles. He trots off and retrieves it
from a patch of purple ice plant and throws it like a football to the shorter
blond kid. And so the game begins; the five of us playing full-tackle in the
parking lot. When Pete takes me down hard, he calls a time out and picks
the gravel from my knee with long, delicate fingers.
"You have the hands of a lady," I tell him.
When he calls time in, he shoulders me roughly and I try to keep at least
two players between us, but forget after a few minutes. Susan takes the potato
and runs out past the yellow gate onto the sand where she throws it down.
"Score!" she yells. "Eat it, suckas." I run up to give her a high-five, but
Pete catches me before I can reach the sand and swings me around.
"Hey!" I say.
"Put her down!" Susan calls. She frowns and puts a hand on her hip.
"You two think you're so smart, don't you?" Pete says.
"What about this situation gives you that impression?" I ask, squirming.
He's stronger than he looks, and his ropy arms pin mine to my sides. I don't
try too hard to get out of them.
"There you go, being smart again," Pete says.
"I said to put her down," Susan calls again. Her voice is flecked with anger.
"Better do as she says."
"Or what?"
"Or nothin', I guess." I can feel his breath, hot on my ear. His chest
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heaves a sigh. He puts me down. I rub my shoulders. I'm still rubbing them
when we head down the shoreline, just the two of us. Terry and Jeff are paddling out into the waves. I look behind to see if Susan is watching, but she's
asleep on the towel. I see her in silhouette, one knee up.
It's over before it even starts. I pull my suit to the side and he slips in.
His penis is as skinny as his arms and it doesn't do much for me, but I don't
care. I concentrate on the feel of the sand between my toes and the rock
scraping against my back with each thrust. I tuck my nose into the crook of
his neck to inhale coconut and sweat. I run my hands over the smooth skin
of his back, feel the spaces between his ribs and the curve of each scapula.
I watch the clouds move across the sky; black smoke shaped like claws,
grasping out toward the puffy wisps of white. When we walk back, he tries
to hold my hand, but settles for our shoulders touching.
Susan is sitting up, reading a magazine article on fashion. Thick black
bars obscure the faces of those who have offended the editor's sensibilities.
She doesn't look up, but turns the keys over and over in her hand.
"You want to take off?" I ask.
"I think it's time," she says. "Don't you?"
The next weekend, we have a party. I leave the cooking to Susan and
busy myself with cleaning. I vacuum the carpet into neat lines. I soak the
furniture in orange oil until it shines glossy and dark. Niels sits at the computer with headphones on, making separate music compilations for eating,
dancing, and swimming. People show up around eight, but no one seems
especially interested in eating. Niels frowns and switches to the dance mix.
I am not in the mood for small talk, so I make myself another drink and sit
down at the table. I make a cheese bridge with toothpick supports over a
river of sliced grapes.
"That's creative, but not structurally sound," a man says. He smiles. He
is wearing a shirt printed with palm fronds and macaws. He has a ridiculous haircut to make it clear that the shirt is ironic, but the combination is
loud in every sense of the word and makes my head hurt to look at him, so
I focus on my work.
"Friend of Niels," he says and sticks out his hand. I ignore it.
"Friend of Susan's," I say. I slide a pink toothpick into a cube of pepper
jack and attach it to some cheddar. Susan comes over and introduces the
man as Jack, a graphic designer at Niels' firm. She squeezes my shoulder
hard enough to warn me that this is a person to be cordial to. I invite him
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to pour me another drink.
A few terrible attempts at conversation and several refills later the pool
seems like the only place to be. I leave the table amidst a discussion of some
actress-cum-designer's new fall line and make a half-assed attempt to sweep
out the leaves, dragging the net through the blue water. I leave the pole
leaning against a chair.
"You'd better move that over a little, or someone's liable to trip," a voice
says. His shadow is long and falls over the water, almost touching my feet.
"All right," I say, and take it back to the shed. Inside there are tubes of
foam for floating and a few half-inflated beach balls. I grab a pair of water
wings and walk back to the pool.
"I need these, or I will drown," I tell him. I slip my hands through the
blue plastic and pick my drink up again. When I bring it to my mouth, it hits
my front tooth with a crack.
"I see," he says, "though I'm pretty sure you should have them further
up than that. I don't know that they're gonna do you any good down there
on your wrists."
"Don't tell me what to do," I say. I lower myself unsteadily, crouching
on the curled cement lip of the pool, and dip one bare foot into the water.
"I've been drinking, and swimming at a time like this could be dangerous."
"I see," he says again, and pulls one of the lounge chairs closer to the
shallow end. He sits there, opposite me, swirling the ice in his glass. I squint
over the lights of the pool at his face. I can't get a handle on it. His long nose
turns snub and shortens when he looks down into the water. His lips might
be thick or thin. I want him to stop smiling that stupid grin so I can tell.
"You know it only goes to six feet over there."
I push off the side and drop down, holding the glass above my head.
"Yes, but I'm only five. Feet. Five feet and two inches." The water is warm
and comes just to my chest, but I feel completely submerged. A citronella
candle shaped like some kind of flower floats by and I push the water underneath it to send it spinning into the dark shadow of the deep end. I back up
to one of the lights and rest against it.
"I'm Tom," he says.
"That's a good name. So what is it that you do, Tom?"
"What do I do?"
"Yes. What do you do? How do you spend your days? And if you say it
has anything to do with music, you can just get up, walk back to the table,
and find someone else to bother."
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Tom holds a hand up in mock surrender. "No, no music. Web design.
How's that? You got anything against designers?"
"Not yet."
"Yikes." Tom looks in the direction of the party guests. A man and
woman have gotten up from the table to dance under the hanging string of
tiny colored lights. I imagine that Niels is pleased. "What about you? What's
your story?"
"What's my story? It's sad and tragic. A real heart breaker. It's too horrible to even go into, and you don't want to hear it." My shirt balloons up
as I move off the wall and swim like a frog toward him. The water wings
slide up and down my arms. "I don't do anything right now. I swim. I read.
I hang out until Susan gets back from work. Tomorrow I will probably clean
up the mess you guys leave. Maybe I'll get a job as a cleaning lady. Start a
whole company. Cleaning Ladies of the Canyon."
"That's very funny," Tom says. He smiles, but doesn't laugh, and it
bothers me. "So how long you going to be a swimmer-slash-maid? Lounging
around Susan's place is going to get old at some point, right? What are you
going to do then?"
"I don't really know. I have an apartment in Chicago. Or I will, sort of.
My ex is moving out as we speak. I guess I could go back there, find a real
job, be a good, tax-paying American." I move to the edge, set my drink
down, and rest my chin on my arms.
"So, you're just out here on vacation?"
"Something like that."
"Are you from the Midwest?"
"God, no. I grew up with Suze in the Bay Area."
"And you left San Francisco for Chicago?" Tom's incredulous tone is
annoyingly familiar.
"Yes. And I left willingly. And yes, I like it. It's a good city. You ever been?"
"A couple times. I've got family in Wisconsin." Tom leaves his sneakers
behind and scoots off the lounger. He takes a seat Indian-style at the edge
of the pool. His toes are inches from my fingers.
"I like Wisconsin. Very green. Not like here, where everything's brown.
The people are better in the Midwest. Nicer. More ... something. I'm not
very articulate tonight." I reach for the glass of warm, brown whiskey and
raise it up in a toast before taking another drink.
"So what field would this prospective real job be in?"
"Does it really matter?"
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"I guess not. A job's a job. But it's better when you like it."
"And do you like your job, Tom?"
"I do."
I take a deep breath, plug my nose, and drop down to the bottom of the
pool. Above me, Tom is a blur of brown and blue. When I surface, he is
leaning back, resting on his hands, his hair hanging over his forehead into his
eyes. I come up between his legs and ask him, "So what else do you like?"
We go to a ba·r just off Sunset, a tiki kind of place. We drink red drinks
with tiny flowered umbrellas skewering pineapple wedges and cherries. I
find words spilling out of my mouth faster than I can think. "And then I had
to ... Wait, hold on," I say. I turn and kneel on the red vinyl seat of the
booth with my back to him. There's a cigarette resting behind the ear of the
man sitting behind us, and I haven't been able to stop thinking about it since
we got here. I reach out for it and bring my hand back quickly.
"What are you doing?" Tom asks.
I hold up the hand-rolled cigarette and give it a sniff.
"Where did you get that from? Did you just steal that from behind his
ear?" I light it on the tea candle sitting on the table. "Hey, you can't do that
in here. I don't know about the Midwest, but there's no smoking in
California. Put it out."
"Oh, Tom," I say, exhaling a stream of smoke upwards toward the
ceiling, "Always telling me what to do. Don't you ever get tired of it? You
saying things and me not listening?"
I take the cigarette in my right hand. I can feel stray brown strings of
tobacco stick to my mouth. He reaches over and pinches one between his
thumb and forefinger. His finger grazes my bottom lip. "Put it out," he says
again. He looks anxiously over his shoulder at the bar just in time to catch
the eye of the bartender. The guy's brow furrows and even before he opens
his mouth, I can tell what's coming.
"What the hell are you doing?" he bellows, his deep voice bouncing off
the walls of the narrow room. "Put that out, now. There's no smoking in
here. Can't you read the fuckin' sign?" I let the cigarette dangle from my
lips, Bogart-style, and give him the two-fingered salute.
"We'd better go," Tom says, grabbing his wallet and leaving a few extra
singles on the table. The man looks like Sam Elliott's stunt double-older
and distinguished, sure, but still not the kind of guy you want to tangle with.
People are staring at us with narrowed eyes and looks of disgust as he leads
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me to the door by the shoulders. Outside, I take a celebratory drag and flick
it into the gutter.
"Squares," I say, swaying a little. "Let's find a better place."
"I don't think we need another one. Let's go back to my place." Tom gives
me a long look and I find my eye traveling down to the front of his pants.
I tuck a section of wet hair behind my ear and say, "No. Let's find
another place. A place where we can dance and they have real beer." When
he doesn't waver, I stand facing him with my hands on my hips. I've borrowed one of Niels' shirts and it hangs low, obscuring the frayed hem of my
cutoffs. I try to tie it in a knot and fail. He picks me up by the underarms
and sets me on the cement top of the trash can on the corner so that we are
eye to eye.
"My place is ten minutes from here. I have a deck with a view of the
whole valley and I don't have to be at work until noon."
I can feel his erection on my calf and consider it. I squish my mouth to
one side. He runs his hands up and down my legs. "OK. But only because
you were the only one at that party not wearing thongs." I hold out a hand
to him and he helps me down. He smells like fabric softener and chlorine.
I awake in a room straight out of the Dwell design expo-walnut Risom
credenza opposite the massive bed, Bertoia side chair, Nelson table lamp,
carpet white and unsullied by shoes. An open but untouched beer sits in a
wet ring on the nightstand. I look at the stain for a while and think that if
I lived here, I'd have to give up eating or drinking altogether.
I wrap the top sheet around myself for modesty's sake, then think better
of it. Footsteps and the clinking of silverware against glass sound from
down the hall. When I enter the kitchen, I can see that he was telling the
truth; the floor-to-ceiling windows have a view God would kill for. Tom
turns and smiles. He holds out a steaming, orange mug of coffee to me.
Niels' shirt hangs on the back of a chair. Tom helps me into it and we take
our coffee on the porch. The whole of the canyon is set out before us. When
he touches my shoulder, I wince. My head feels as if it's about to explode,
but he mistakes the gesture for something else.
"You worried about what Susan will say?" he asks.
"No. Why should I be?"
Tom looks relieved. "Well, no. No. You're right. I don't think there's any
reason to tell her."
"What, are you embarrassed?" I joke, and give him a little kick with the
ball of my foot.
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Tom looks at me for a moment. "Not exactly. Rachel may not be so
happy about it, though."
"I'm sorry, who?" I laugh a little. Just a little.
"Rachel? My wife. Susan's business partner?"
"You'd better be joking." A cold feeling takes over the lower half of my body.
"No."
"You're serious? Where is she?"
"In Sonoma with the kids. Visiting her mother."
"You've got some fucking nerve, you know that?"
"I thought you knew. When Susan introduced us at the party, I just
assumed ..."
"Well, fuck you, Tom. No, I didn't know."
"Jesus. Well, I just thought that you-"
"No. I didn't." I look out toward the brilliant blue of the water and
think of walking down the hill, through the trees, and disappearing into it.
Then I remember how deceptively cold the water can be.
When Tom drops me off, he pulls only halfway up the drive. I walk the
rest of the way. Susan is looking out the window and opens the door before
I get halfway up the stairs.
"Are you kidding me with this shit?" she asks.
"Susan, I'm sorry. I didn't know-"
"How old are you? You know I was up all night worried about you? I
didn't know where you went or who you were with. Now I'm glad I didn't."
Even from three stairs down I can tell that her eyes are bloodshot. "I'm
sorry, I'm really sorry. I had no idea that he was Rachel's husband. I didn't
know what he even looked like until this morning, and-"
"What did I expect? I should've asked you to just find somewhere else
to go during the party. I should've just hung up on you when you said you
were coming to LA."
"Suze," I start to say, but she cuts me off.
"I don't have anything to say to you right now."
When she comes into the guest room later, I am lying diagonally on one
of the beds. My hair and ankles dangle off the sides. I don't have the energy
to sit up. She sits down on the other bed and straightens the covers.
"I think we should talk about this," she says.
"I really am sorry. I had no idea." My stomach begins to churn.
"It isn't just last night, though that was incredibly stupid and irresponsible.
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I understand that you're going through a breakup and I'd like to say that
you're not acting like yourself, but I-"
"I'd like to say that, too."
"But I think that maybe you are being yourself. I don't feel like I know
you at all anymore. You used to want to be a travel photographer and do
all these amazing things, but you haven't done any of it, have you? I mean,
what are you even doing here? I like having you, I really do, but where are
you planning to go from here? Are you going back to Chicago? Are you
going to move back to California?"
"I don't know."
"Well, you have to start knowing. You're not a kid anymore. You have
to start making some decisions. I don't like watching you live like this."
"Like what?" I sit up and face her. I know I have no right to be, but I
am suddenly angry.
"Like sitting around here drinking all day, Maria. Like fucking that kid
at the goddamn beach. Like running away from your problems, the way you
always do. Like never doing anything real. Like touring with your
boyfriends' bands, and putting your energy into their careers, but never
doing anything yourself. Like last night with Tom. Go ahead and fuck up
your own life, but don't take mine with you."
"Your life? What's so great about your life, Susan? You have a temporary job, a temporary house, a temporary boyfriend. Everything's perfect
and beautiful to look at but none of it's really yours. What's so great about
that?" It's mean, and I know it, but I can't help it. I watch her eyes tear over
and instantly feel like throwing myself out the glass door.
"Fuck you, Maria. Why don't you have another drink and find somewhere else to waste away? I don't want to watch it anymore."
"Fine." I stand and start shoving the pile of clothes on the floor into my
bag. "So you can call me out on my shit, but I can't do the same to you?
You've always been such a baby, Susan. When we were kids, you always did
whatever you were told, and you're still doing it now. You would never have
started your dress company on your own. You waited until someone told
you it was a good idea. You say I'm afraid to take a risk? How far from
home have you ever been? You drive a few hours and you're back at your
dad's house. Have you ever tried something completely new? Have you ever
really risked anything?" I zip the bag shut and shove my feet into my boots
without socks, leaving the laces untied.
"But-"

20

Hair Trigger 33

"Then you can't tell me what it feels like and what you'd do if you failed."
We are silent for a while. What I want to do is give her a hug. I want to
go with her on that drive back home. I want to go back to having just a few
houses and the length of a street separating us instead of all these years and
all this history. But I just stand there, bag in one hand, keys in the other.
"I'm sorry it has to be like this," Susan says. She brings her open palms
down on her thighs with a clap, then stands. "I hope you find something out
there that makes you happy. Take care of yourself."
On the drive back home, I lose myself in the repeated scenery of fields
and power lines. I spend the night at a motel near the Bonneville Salt Flats.
The sign out front advertises towels for the pool and the bed has a view of
the highway. I decide I may stay for a while. The monotony of Route 80
seems to stretch out forever, and Chicago seems very far away, but it's not
nearly as far as the coast of California.
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The Girls and The Guards
Chris "C.T." Terry

LAURA WAS WALKING AHEAD OF ME WITH HER LEFT HAND PANCAKED OVER THE

top of her head, like that would keep her straightened hair from going back.
The rain had slowed to a drizzle and the mall parking lot was slick and wet.
Cars hissed by.
"Hurry the fuck up, Kevin."
Laura had turned to walk backwards, kicking her skinny knees up like
she was marching. She curled her upper lip and frowned, then switched the
hands above her ponytail, wiping the back of the left one on the front of her
puffy black jacket. In the car on the way over, Mom had said, "Y'all stick
together, now." But already, Laura was walking away from me.
I'd seen Mom's eyes go to me in the rearview while that peach air freshener jiggled by the windshield. Sometimes she seemed worried that the rest
of our family was gonna split apart just because Dad had left. Then she'd
cock her head, her eyes would get sad, and she'd tell me soft-voiced things
like, "You look just like your father," or, "You be good to your sister. You

know we both love you here."
"Sssmokin' ," I said under my breath, remembering a line from the movie
we were supposed to see that afternoon. Of course I'd be good to Laura. If
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I wasn't, she'd stop kicking Tyrell every time he came down the block and
called me a bitch. I stuck with her, and I tried to stick with Mom, but it
wasn't as easy.
Mom had given Laura a twenty and dropped us in front of the movie
theater across the lot from the mall. Twenty bucks. That's what Mom made
in two hours at the daycare. Enough to cover two movie tickets if they
couldn't tell I'd just turned thirteen, and two bus fares back home. But
Laura had other plans. She lingered at the back of the ticket line, watching
Mom's gray car take a right out of the lot. Then she pulled the crook of my
arm like I was under arrest and said, "Come on."
To Laura, this movie theater was better because the box office was
inside and Mom couldn't sit in the car and see if we bought tickets or not.
I followed Laura back into the wet afternoon. That movie had looked funny
as hell, but I could rent it later. I wasn't going to miss a chance to mess
around at the mall, even if I was trying to keep out of trouble.
It was my first day out after being grounded for a week, and I felt late
to the world. I'd listened to the radio at home-that gay Ace of Base song
had hit number one. My best friend David had beat Sonic 3 without me. In
Language Arts, Demetric had been sitting behind me, bragging about getting
to third with that churchy girl who had just moved here from Mobile. And
what had happened to me? I'd spent seven days at home, watching the
shadows grow long in the living room, all because I'd cussed Mom after she
insulted me.
We'd been in the basement last Saturday morning. I was sitting there
barefoot, my ankles wrapped around the old kitchen chair, avoiding the dirt
on the floor. Mom was cutting my hair with the clippers that Dad had left
behind. I hated getting a crop and wanted a fade like the other guys at
school, but Mom couldn't do it. She'd always say, "I go to real college, not
barber college, Kevin," then laugh.
She paused with the clippers hovering like a bee, and I leaned forward,
figuring she wanted to clean up my neck. But she just stood behind me,
squinting through her glasses at my reflection in the mirror next to the furnace. Then, with a nod, she said, "You're going through an awkward time
right now, but you'll grow out of it."
I thought there was something wrong with my cut and swatted the
crown of my head, sprinkling crescents of black hair over my face. Then she
said, "You're kinda pear-shaped, with your booty and your belly, then that
bird chest ... but you'll grow into yourself."
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I could hear her voice while the whine of the clippers tickled through
my ear, and I met her eyes in the mirror and said, "Fuck you, you're fat too,"
even though it wasn't true, then ran upstairs to my bedroom.
I sat on my bed for an hour, with half a haircut, until the house got quiet
and I heard her car pull out from in front. Standing on the threshold of my
room, I leaned across the hallway and swung open the door to the linen
closet. The clipper set was in a blue coffee can on the top shelf, next to an
ACE bandage and an old box of Q-Tips. I brought it into my room and
unplugged my boom box so I could work the clippers with the lamp still on,
then sat on the edge of my bed and did what I could to finish my haircut.
By the time Mom got home, we'd both calmed down. She stood in my
doorway, holding a crinkly black bag from the beauty supply, and said,
"You're grounded for a week for using that language at me."
I didn't have any plans, but that still pissed me off, so I said, "But I was
just standing up for myself like you told me to. You were crackin' on me."
She shook her head and said, "But there's a difference between standing
up for yourself and jumping all over people." Then she walked off, leaving
me to try and figure out that nonsense.
Making matters worse, I'd missed a couple spots on the back of my
head, and all week on the bus, Tyrell was calling me Patches. But there was
no way I was asking Mom for help with my hair. Also, it was impossible to
get all the hair off my sheets, so every morning I found prickly bits of it
sticking to me in the shower. That's what this week was: a bunch of prickly
things sticking into me.
I caught up with Laura by the mall's side entrance and poked my hand
up under my shirt to scratch away some more hair. My jeans were too long
and the cuffs were getting wet from the blacktop.
"You're gonna get scars if you keep poppin' zits," Laura said, shaking
her head. As long as she wasn't upset about something that had happened
at the high school, she was nice to me at home; she was family and a best
friend. She'd fix spaghetti or soup when Mom was at work or in class, and
make jokes at whatever we were watching on TV when we were supposed
to be doing homework. But when we went somewhere together, it was a
whole nother story. You wouldn't think I was only two years younger than
her. You'd think I was a baby, hugged up on her leg, biting at her ankle.
"What we gonna do, Laura?"
"I dunno. We'll see."
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At the mall, she usually sent me off on my own while she hung out with
her new high school friends on the benches across from the food court. I'd kill
the time by walking past Chess King to see what song they were playing, then
flipping through the rap tapes at Sam Goody while the manager waited by the
door to see if the alarm went off when I left. It never did. I wasn't a shoplifter.
We came into the mall and joined the stream of people walking pastthe families trying to keep their toddlers nearby, the couples who were done
with high school-and it was like crossing a busy street against the light. It
was warm in the mall after being outside, and the air was wet from the
fountains, with the smell of smoke drifting around from the benches where
the old guys sat.
Laura took off in the opposite direction from the food court, and I had to
jog to keep up with her Reeboks squeaking on the tiles. She stopped in front
of Claire's Boutique and peered in at the racks of jewelry in the doorway, and
the glittery headbands, and the pink walls, and the girly dance music on the
stereo that you could just begin to hear out in the mall's walkway.
"We are not going in there."
Laura was already walking in. What the fuck? I turned around to look
into the leather store across the way. You could smell the jackets from where
we were standing. I looked at my hand-me-down ski jacket and wished it
would turn into one of those black, zip-up leathers that the grown men wore
out to eat at Applebee's on Sundays.
I followed Laura, wondering, just wondering, what good this place
could do me. It smelled perfumey, like the color pink inside the store, with
earrings and necklaces shimmering from cards on the racks like jewels on a
belly dancer.
This hard-looking white girl came out from behind the counter and said,
"What's up, Laura," but it wasn't a question. She didn't look at me until
Laura said, "Tracy, that's my brother Kevin."
Tracy said "Hi" in this fake voice that trailed off. It was the voice that girls
do when they see a baby. She had a long face with a pointy chin, a ponytail
slicked back so hard her eyebrows were popped up surprised, and so much
makeup on her eyelids that they reminded me of my thumbnail the time I
whacked it with a hammer in Woodshop. I nodded my head, "What's up."
"So, is this on, or what? " Tracy asked Laura.
Laura ticked her head toward me, then nodded, sticking out a stiff lower lip.
" I hear you wanna get your ear pierced, Kevin," Tracy said. I wondered
if she was making fun of me.

Ch ri s " C.T . " Te r ry

25

I did, though. Like crazy. I'd wanted an earring since fifth grade, to look
like the rappers and R&B singers on the tapes in Laura's room. Mom said
I had to wait until I was eighteen, but I'd still ask every now and then, especially after I saw a bunch of high school guys with earrings. If I had my
choice, I'd get two in my left ear and one in the right, but I knew you
weren't supposed to get more than one hole in your ear at once, because it
would take too long to heal.
"Yeah, I do," I told Tracy.
"Well, we can do that, but you're gonna owe me one," Tracy said and
touched my arm. I jumped a little. What did that mean? Did she want seven
minutes of heaven in the employee lounge with me? All the time I spend
looking at girls at school, wondering how to talk to them and how to get
with them, and this might be how it gets started?
Tracy led me to a high chair on the far side of the counter. She didn't
have a lot of ass under her jeans, but I watched it anyway. It wasn't every
day that a girl touched me, even a funny-looking banana-faced one like
Tracy. I got a swell in my chest and felt my dick start to chub up in my jeans.
I slouched down in the chair and put my jacket in my lap to cover any more
developments I had below the belt.
Tracy handed me a card with different choices for earrings on it, and I
stared at the gold and silver ones and the birthstones, picturing each one in
my ear. I got so excited that extra spit gathered in the back of my throat and
I got a tingle from my stomach to my ass. I picked a gold stud, hoping that
Mom wouldn't notice it since it was so small. I figured I could keep her to
my right and sleep with my left ear down for a while.
Jawing away at some cinnamon gum, Tracy stood behind me, fitting the
earring into a blue plastic gun, then took a marker and made a dot on my
left earlobe. A pop song with bright, twinkly keyboards pumped on the
stereo. She leaned in from behind and held up a hand mirror, then asked,
"How's that look?"
The face in the mirror was ashen, with the mouth hanging open, because
Tracy's firm little right tit was squished against my left arm. I could feel her
shoulder, then the softness, and sat stock-still staring at my reflection, but
not seeing it.
"Well?" prodded Tracy.
"It's good," I gasped, without even looking at my ear. The jacket-in-thela p had been a wise move.
Tracy set the mirror down on the counter, then swung my chair to the
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left. Laura was across the store, browsing through the cards of earrings. She
held up some purple dangly ones and cooed, "You gonna wear these, Kevin?"
I laughed but didn't shake my head because Tracy was fitting the gun
over the marker dot on my ear. Sweat popped into my armpits. I was
starting to get really nervous. Everything in the store was pink and fuzzy,
and it made me feel like I was breathing cotton lint. I missed the clear air in
the parking lot.
Laura walked out from behind the earrings and said, "You gonna
cryyyyyy?" in the same baby voice. Her joking set me at ease and I pretended we were back at home, eating cans of soup with potato chips
crunched up in them.
"All right, you ready, Kevin?" Tracy said. I could feel her breath in my ear
and hear a squish as she moved the wad of gum up into her cheek, but I wanted
her to sound more tender than she did. It just sounded like she was at work.
"Yeah."
"1 ... 2 ... 3!"
I heard a crunching noise that reminded me of popping a big zit. Laura
clapped and did a hop on the rug. Tracy handed me the mirror and I saw
the earring: a golden egg resting in a fat purple bird's nest. The blood rushed
to my ear, killing my boner, thank God.
"Damn, Kevin. Better save me some."
I grinned and took a wolf bite of the chicken sandwich before setting it
back on the wax paper. It had pickles. I said no pickles. Laura and I were
sitting at the edge of the food court, by the ice cream place. I had my left ear
pointing out at the rest of the mall so people walking by could see my new
earring. We were splitting a meal special, and there were a few waffle fries
spilled across the crinkled burger wrapper, with some ketchup spreading out
from the corner like a lake on a map.
Laura picked up the sandwich and pointed it at my face. "Now
remember, Kevin: We went to the movies, right?" She did this every now and
then, but she oughta know by now that I can keep my mouth shut. She's not
the only one who has a good time when we pull The Movie Trick on Mom.
I swallowed and said, "I know. We'd both get in trouble, anyway."
"That's right. Getting grounded for calling Mom fat. The fuck were you
thinking, anyway?" Laura laughed. "Real gangster, Kevin."
I wanted to tell her that I wasn't turning into a gangster, I was just
standing up for myself, but right then Tracy walked up and stood over us,
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tucking her pink Claire's nametag into the pocket of her jeans. There was
something hot about her that I couldn't figure out. It wasn't her face or her
body, but maybe the way she walked, like she knew what was up.
"Did you tell him about the plan?" she asked Laura.
She was back to not looking at me. My earlobe throbbed. The rest of
the fries got cold all of a sudden.
I walked into the store, fingering the folded-up ten-dollar bill in my
pocket. There was one clerk, and she was standing with Laura and Tracy by
a shelf of designer jeans, smiling a lot and sweeping her hands first at
Tracy's legs, then at the pants. With her sneakers and pulled-back hair that
wasn't quite long enough for its ponytail, Laura didn't look as put-together
as the clerk. That might have made Laura upset, but it didn't bother me. It
just made me know that me and Laura had plenty in common.
The clerk was a white girl, probably in college. She had curly hair and
the tight, light-colored jeans that private-school girls wore out on weekends.
She was also wearing a low-cut shirt, but I was doing my best not to look
at it. I was supposed to be pretending to be buying something for my girlfriend, and guys with girlfriends don't go around looking at other girls' tits.
We sat on a bench a few yards down from the store entrance. The manager walked out, slapping a green and white cigarette box into her palm. We
knew there'd only be one person working in the store.
"That way, you can start asking her questions like some dumb dude,
and she'll leave us to do our business with those Guesses," Tracy said.
I stood over a thigh-high table in front of the counter with a 20% OFF
sign on it, keeping my head down like I was checking out the stuff on sale.
My face got red and my earring got so hot I thought pus was leaking out of
it, but I didn't touch it because I was scared it would hurt, plus I still had
salt and grease all over my hands from lunch.
I'd never even kissed a girl, and here I was in another girl store, surrounded by all of these soft, small things that would go on their bodies, and
I was about to help Laura and Tracy steal something. I'd never stolen anything in my life. I looked at Laura and Tracy and they were new people, doing
something I'd never done. I still needed to stick with Laura, even if this was
risky. My eyes started to tear, so I looked down through the blur at a shirt
lying there on the table. One day, a girl's tits would be in that shirt, filling up
the folds of smooth, dark green fabric in the front, just inches from my hands.
The clerk walked up, smiling, "Hi. How are you today?"
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I almost yelled, "Horny!" I almost yelled, "Scared!" I almost yelled,
"Not grounded anymore!" But instead I said, "I'mlookin'forsomethin'for mygirlfrien'an'alllgotistend ollars."
The smile stayed on the clerk's face as she tipped her head toward me
and went, "Hmm?"
I pulled the ten from my pocket and held it up, feeling my sweaty fingers
soften the creases. "All I got is this. And I need to get a present. For my girlfriend."
This time I was too loud and I think I heard Laura snickering across the
store, but it might have just been the music. No matter what happened, we
were supposed to pretend to not know each other, even if we did have
freckles and boy and girl versions of the same long face.
The clerk sprung to life as if I'd been winding a key in her back for the
last few seconds. "Well," she spread her arms, "this is the Sale table. I bet we
could find something here that she'd like. What size does she wear?"
Crap. Size?
"D!"
The clerk looked at me with one eye, then laughed a bit. "No, we do, like,
Small, Medium, Large here. Is she about my size? Because I wear a Medium."
She held up a black shirt in front of her. It unfolded like a flag. "Would
this fit on your girlfriend?"
My girlfriend. Wow. I met the clerk's eye and she smiled. Her face
seemed stopped in time, like a photograph. In that second I saw the clerk's
right eyebrow, which ended narrower than the left one, powder over a succession of bumps on her cheeks and an eager mouth and eyes that glistened,
friendly and alert. And I liked her. It made me feel bad to be tricking her.
Would those Guess jeans come out of her paycheck?
I craned my neck forward and studied the shirt, getting lost in the black
fabric until I couldn't tell how far it was from my face. I inhaled the cottony
smell of new clothes and the combination of baby powder and greasy food
court lunch that was coming off the clerk. The shirt rippled.
"Excuse me, ladies?"
There was an exasperated note in the clerk's voice now. I looked over
and Laura was in the entrance, paused mid-step like she'd been sneaking
through the night and heard a sound. Tracy was still heading out the door.
"What's under your jacket, miss?"
Tracy stopped and turned, insulted and frowning.
"My shirt. Whatchoo think?" said Tracy in a new, tougher voice.
"Unzip your jacket, please."
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"What? You wanna check out my body?" She rolled her neck to the side.
"Miss ..."
Laura looked at Tracy. She had the same look that she got when she was
about to say, "Mom said ... ," to me. I was standing in the wrong place there,
next to the clerk. I belonged with Laura, but I'd never seen Laura doing this.
"Do I need to call security?"
Tracy stuck her chin forward and bunched up her lips, then said,
"Yeah," bobbing her head and squinting her eyes.
Still holding the black shirt, the clerk backed up to the counter and
reached behind it to pull out a dark blue telephone. Me and Laura's eyes
locked, and by how wide her eyes were I could tell there was at least one pair
of jeans under Tracy's jacket. Laura looked small and it took me back to when
we were younger and we'd both be in trouble, alone in the room looking at
each other while Mom figured out what to do with us. Those times, Laura
would say, "Well, it's done now. Ain't nothing we can do about it," and that
would calm me down, even though I knew I was about to be punished.
This had to be worse than "no TV for the weekend," though. When
Demetric got caught taking some Now and Laters from the newsstand by
Thalheimer's, he had to spend the next weekend sweeping up the mall floor,
then he wasn't allowed back for a whole year. Now and Laters cost fortyfive cents; Guess jeans cost at least forty-five bucks.
I moved my eyes away from Laura. I didn't want the clerk to catch on
that we were all in here together. I knew Laura wouldn't say anything, but
would Tracy? Was I a sellout for not owning up to being with them? I
couldn't help them.
I hung my head and stared at the stuff on the Sale table, but I wanted
to watch what was going on because it might be my last chance to look at
my sister before she got arrested. I could hear the clerk behind me saying
something about a "pat-down" into the phone. Then she shouted, "Hey!"
When I looked, Tracy was bolting out of the store with her left arm
pressed to her chest and the right one waving all crazy next to her. As she
was escaping, she kicked the wheel of a stroller and the guy pushing it
yanked it in close to himself and looked around, lips tight, all pissed off.
With the phone cradled in her ear, the clerk leaned out from behind the
counter and watched Tracy go. "Yeah, toward the west entrance," she said.
"I'll be here with the other one."
Laura was jerking her head around like she'd been woken up by a
sudden noise. Then she just sighed and plunked her butt down onto the
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floor, pulling her knees toward her chest and hugging them there, looking at
the white tiles in front of her.
A stumpy female security guard ran up to the store's entrance, brought
her chin in to give Laura a perplexed look, then hurried over to me with her
left arm out. The clerk said, "No, her," and pointed at Laura.
Laura was still sitting down. The security guard stood over her, blocking
the door. "Stand up, miss."
Looking down, Laura unfolded herself and got upright. Her jacket hung
open and she was only wearing a tight white shirt under it. It was obvious
that she wasn't hiding anything.
The security guard ran her hands under Laura's jacket, around her
waistband, and over her pockets, pulling out the zip-up clutch where she
carried her lip gloss, keys, and learner's permit. She eyed the clutch, then
handed it back to Laura, who was still looking at the floor. She held it in her
hand. The security guard looked at the clerk and said, "Well, nothing here."
Right then, Tracy came back, being led by this smooth, redbone guard
with a tight-clipped mustache who I'd seen showing off his walky-talky,
trying to talk up the high school girls. Tracy was tripping along because the
guard had his hand behind her back and was pushing her so she wouldn't
drag ass. In his other hand he held a pair of part-folded jeans, the same light
blue as the jeans that Tracy was already wearing. They looked limp and useless in his hands. I couldn't believe all of the risks that Laura and Tracy had
taken just to try to get them.
Everyone looked at the pants for a moment, then Tracy looked at Laura,
who shook her head and looked back down, her face crumpling, three tear
lines streaking down her cheeks.
I wanted so bad to creep out the door, but that would make everyone
sure that I'd been part of this. Plus, if I walked past Laura and Tracy, they
might say something and blow my cover.
I held the ten-dollar bill at my side and used my thumb to crunch it over
my forefinger. You wouldn't be stealing if you had money. With the guards
in the store, and the guy on his radio for backup, the clerk turned her attention back to me.
"I'm so sorry about that, sir. Do you like this shirt ... for your girlfriend?"
It was balled up in her fist. She had no idea.
"Yes. It's perfect."
"Wonderful."
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We looked over at the guards and the girls. I gulped. Tracy was staring
into space on purpose, bopping her leg, her opened jacket swinging a little.
Laura had the female guard between her and Tracy. Her tall frame was
hunched down to hand her learner's to the short guard.
I wanted to pull out my new earring and puke chicken fillet all over the
soft shirts on the Sale table. I wished it was two hours earlier and we were
in the car with Mom, saying, "Y'all stick together, now," and driving us to
a different movie theater.
The clerk went behind the counter and got out a gift bag. It was red,
with black and white tissue paper inside. She rang up the shirt and folded it
into the bag. I looked at the total on the register. $9.44. I couldn't afford the
bus and would have to walk home, but it would get me away from the security guards. Never mind getting grounded all over again when I got back to
the house with an earring, a girl's shirt, and no Laura. I didn't even have my
key on me.
I handed the clerk the ten and she gave me back two quarters, a nickel,
and a penny. They fell into the corner of the pocket of my baggy jeans and
swung, chafing my thigh as I walked out of the store with my head turned
away from my sister and this Tracy bitch.
I felt so low as I headed out the mall doors and into the parking lot. The
world was huge all around me, the sky higher than any mall ceiling. The
snow was melting and my sister was stuck inside. There was nothing I could
do to help her. A car cruised by, looking for a spot in the full lot. It was three
miles to home. I started walking, swinging the girly bag in my right hand.
When she got done with the cops, Laura would be grounded too, and we
could kick it at home.
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Flounder
Nicolette Kittinger

IN GRAYSLAKE, ILLINOIS, THERE IS A DEN OF RIGHT-TO-LIFER CHRISTIAN PROPAgandists occupying an unmarked store front in an out-of-the-way strip mall,
flanked on either side by a children's bookstore and a Piggly Wiggly. When
I was sixteen, this is where I was when I found out I was pregnant.
For the entire twenty minutes I was in this evangelist pimple on the ass
of Lake County, I wished, for the first time ever, that I was in Mr.
McMahon's honors environmentalism class, which is where I should've
been. We were at the beginning of the unit on marine life.
It was mid-November. The woman who administered my pregnancy
test-which is to say she sent me to the bathroom to pee in a cup then used
an eye-dropper-full of my sample to wet the test strip-celebrated Jesus'
birthday early by wearing a Christmas sweater. Her tinselly reindeer winked
under the fluorescent light of the closet-sized consultation room as she
clapped a punctuation mark at the end of her sentences, exclaiming how
much Jesus loved my "it" after the test showed up positive.
My stepmother, Sharon, listened with rapt attention to Jesus' representative: "We offer lots of support-youth group, counseling with Pastor Bob,
and just scads of free items for you and baby."
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I didn't like how she'd named my it "baby"; it made it feel real, alive.
I should've been suspicious of any place that gave free pregnancy tests and
advertised directly to high schoolers. I'd gotten a pamphlet from the school
nurse; it had three teenage girls on the front: one Hispanic, one Black, and one
White Trash-evidenced by her brittle peroxide-blond hair. Superimposed
behind them were our own Stars and Stripes, monstrous and waving.
Sharon knew I hadn't menstruated since September. She'd already made
me take a test the week before; it had been inconclusive and caused my
father to say, "See? I told you. She'd be showing by now," and my stepmother to reply, "That's not always how it works."
Now, as I listened to the evangelist try to strong-arm me into keeping my
it, nothing was inconclusive anymore. There was counseling with Pastor Bob
and more suspicious pamphlets. Giving the Gift of Adoption depicted Black
and Hispanic girls handing over bundles of accident joy to affluent-looking
white parents wearing crosses around their necks. Abortion: The Facts was
fact-free-stark, picture free, describing only illegal third-trimester abortion:
"After the child is partially delivered, the spinal cord is severed."
"What do you think, baby?" Sharon asked. When I didn't answer she must
have noticed the tears rimming my eyes. She insisted we leave, in spite of the
evangelist's offer of cookies and fruit punch if we stayed for support group.
All I managed to say between the tiny room and my tiny car was a tiny
"FUCK." Before I could crank the ignition and drive away, Sharon knocked
on my window.
"I think you should keep it."
I laughed. I thought she was kidding. She wasn't.
"You're just saying that because you miss your grandchildren."
My stepbrother had three blond-haired, big-eared bastards of his own
with the girl he'd been fucking since middle school, and since they were
couch-surfing in southern Illinois, Sharon never got to see them. It was my
stepmother who'd first explained abortion to me, when I was eight. Ronny
and Melissa were sixteen and seventeen at the time, and Melissa was pregnant with their first unplanned miracle.
"Melissa doesn't want the baby. And because of the laws in this country,
my son doesn't get a say. She's having an abortion."
"What's an 'abortion'?" I'd asked.
"It means that cunt is going to have my grandbaby vacuumed out of her
skanky ass."
That was also the day I'd learned what a cunt was.
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Sharon considered reaching through my open window and backhanding
me. Maybe she would've, but her cell phone rang.
"We'll talk about it when you get home," was all she said before Dad
hung up on her. He knew where we were. He knew what that meant, that if
we'd had good news she would've shared it. She tried calling him back three
times; he didn't answer.
I grew up surrounded by fish tanks.
Though he practiced catch-and-release when fishing, my father liked
nothing better than weekend trips to the pet store to select a new fish to add
to his marine menagerie. His favorite fish-Norman Bates, a freshwater
piranha-was still with us.
When I was still inside my mother, no bigger than a guppy, the piranha
stopped eating. The cubes of smooth beef heart dumped into his tank went
untouched, his eyes clouded, his color faded. Sight unseen, a man at the pet
store diagnosed tooth rot and strongly suggested euthanasia.
My father selected a powdered cleanser from beneath the kitchen sink.
He sat in front of Norman's tank and watched him slowly traverse the
clouds of cleanser until he didn't, floating belly-up to the surface.
Then he wept.
My mother: "Jesus, Anthony. It's just a fish."
He wrapped the piranha in tin foil and put him in the freezer and carried him through one divorce, one remarriage, and countless moves across
the city and beyond.
He never got better at keeping fish, and try as I might I've never understood the appeal, what he got out of watching something he took meticulous care of flounder.
I drove back to school to wait for Adam. Adam would help me figure
out what to do. Adam would help.
I waited in the parking lot for an hour and a half. I smoked one cigarette after another, my seat laid all the way down so school security
wouldn't see. Would the it prefer menthol or lights? Was the it why I'd been
eating cheese fries with mayonnaise at lunch, why the smell of spaghetti
sauce or the clouds of perfume in the girls' locker room made me gag? Two
weeks before, when I ran out of AP U.S. history because colonial Americans
were witnessing the natives cannibalizing their captives, and I retched in the
girls' room until I was breathless-was that because of this?
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I worried about facing my father later. I'd never been in any real trouble
before; I had no idea what to expect.
I pulled my shirt up, put my palms on my abdomen. Should I be able to
feel something? I pressed my palms harder against my skin, wishing that I
could somehow tell whose baby it was. It would be simpler if we were seahorses. Then I would know. Then I wouldn't be the one saddled with an
unwanted pregnancy; he would. Then it wouldn't matter.
The pack of pregnant girls who sat out of gym class were exempt from
all activity lest they jostle their unplanned, hick fetuses out of themselves
and onto their Kmart jeans-did they all know who their babies belonged
to? Did it matter? Did it make them less ashamed? Were they ashamed? Was
this what they had planned for themselves-pregnant before prom, kids
before graduation?
Adam was surprised to see me. I handed him a cigarette as we pulled
away from the school.
"I'm pregnant." I hated the way the words felt in my mouth.
He blew smoke from his nose. "His ... swimmers ... work?"
"Someone's do."
Behind my parents' backs, I had been seeing Horst, a twenty-one-yearold father of one. They thought I was with Josh, a boy whose therapists
labeled him emotionally disturbed and sent him to the therapeutic day
school. And I was with him; after school I'd go directly to Josh's house, we'd
fuck, then I'd go to work at the discount video store at the outlet mall. After
work I'd go to Horst's. We'd fuck most of the time, too. Afternoons I didn't
work were a fuck-and-run with Josh, then I'd show up on Horst's doorstep
still sticky with Josh's retard seed.
"Who do you think's the father?"
I shrugged.
"What are you going to tell them? Or your parents?"
"I should call you its father."
My parents pegged Adam gay as springtime the second they'd met
him-before he'd even figured it out himself. I'd thrown myself at him one
afternoon when his house was empty and we'd helped ourselves to his
mother's ouzo and watched a Degrassi marathon, and he'd nearly shit himself when I stuck my tongue in his mouth. I cried and ignored his calls for
a week. When we spoke again he said gently, "Sweetie, if I can't fuck
someone I love as much as I love you, I must be a faggot."
No one would believe Adam was the father.
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"So ... ?"
"Do I have to tell anyone anything?"
"Other than what they already know? I guess that depends on what
you're going to do about it."
We spent most of the afternoon and evening hiding in Adam's bedroom.
I'd never liked his room; it looked like whoever decorated it planned on it
being a carpeted bathroom with a tropical fish motif-everything in blues and
greens. The only indication that a teenager lived in the space was his collage
of Johnny Depp pictures, cut from magazines, taped to the back of his door.
I brainstormed ways Adam and I could solve things privately: cracking
open his mother's ouzo and drinking the it out of me, throwing myself down
the basement stairs, or Adam hitting me in the gut with something-I'd
heard that one of the other girls at school had lost her baby after her
boyfriend beat her bloody with a bat. This seemed better than my more
public alternatives; I could say the test was a false positive, pretend the it
never happened.
I pulled Adam's hand to my abdomen. We were on our backs on his perfectly-made bed, staring at the ceiling. "Right here," I said, pressing the tips
of his fingers against my skin, hoping he'd feel something, be as scared of
what was inside me as I was. But no amount of pleading and tears and
pressing his hand to my belly would convince him.
His idea was less violent: I spent an hour in the Thompson's basement,
sitting on his mother's dryer.
"I don't think this is going to work. I think it's more likely I'll orgasm." My
voice vibrated as though I was speaking into the spinning blades of a fan.
"Do orgasms help? Help get rid of it? Like, induce labor?" He sat
behind his brother's drum kit, playing with the bass drum's pedal.
"No."
"What do I know about a uterus? I used to go to Christian school, and
I'm gay."
His next idea was to add music to the equation-house music, since it
had so much bass. He cranked the volume knob. A frenetic mess filled the
basement.
"That's not gonna work!" I yelled.
He dialed the bass all the way up. His brother's cymbals fluttered. He
hoisted the huge subwoofer into his arms and struggled toward me until it
was pressed against my abdomen.
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I felt dizzy with the noise and the motion of the dryer. I squeezed my
eyes shut and clamped my hands against my ears. "Please! Stop!"
When we couldn't get it out by homemade means, we decided to name
it Danzig, find it a set of gay adoptive parents, and visit it every other
weekend. We decided it was a boy, speculated that it would either come out
with a mouthful of rotten, jack-o-lantern-looking teeth like Horst, or a dick
with a forty-five degree bend and a commitment to lifelong antipsychotic
medication, like Josh.
We were children fantasizing about mistakes disappearing if we ignored
them long enough.
Back on our backs on his bed, Adam asked, "Why are you fucking either
of these assholes?" Adam had met both and liked neither.
"It's something to do. They're not assholes."
"They are. And neither of them are worth this."
"At least I can get a guy to fuck me."
My cell phone rang before Adam could defend himself. It was Josh. If I
ignored him, he would keep calling, would leave sobbing, increasingly desperate messages.
"I love you! I'm having Maggie Fits!" he screamed as soon as I
answered. "Maggie Fits" were, according to Josh's mother, "like nicotine
cravings, but for Magda." He'd pace around his house or stalk up and down
his block looking for my car, muttering, "I want Maggie!"
"I can't come over today," I lied. "I don't feel good. I went to the doctor.
I might have a parasite. I'll call you later." I hung up before he could reply.
"Why would you say that?"
"I don't want to deal with him. With it. You don't get it."
"What don't I 'get,' Magda?"
"This! You'll never have to deal with anything like this. You're lucky."
"Get over yourself. Nothing changes-"
"Bullshit! Everything is changed. My father-"
"What about your father? Your father's opinion of you? I'm sure he
already knew what you were up to. If my father knew about my life he'd
think he'd lost a son, a whole child. Not just some idea. What are you afraid
of? The worst is over."
I pulled the pamphlets from my back pocket and handed them to Adam.
He read them silently. After browsing my accumulated options, he mumbled, "So ..."
"I'm sure."
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I wasn't going to give birth to anything. I wasn't naming anyone Danzig
or visiting them every other weekend. That plan was an idealistic joke; it
wouldn't work, and neither would anything else we'd come up with.
"So what are you afraid of?"
"I don't think I have a choice."
Before driving home, I called Wendy. It was the first time in months.
I cried sloppily, my forehead mashed against the steering wheel. She
shushed me and I wished she were in the passenger seat, smoothing my hair
and handing me tissues. I'd never felt that way about my mother before.
"I was about your age," she began after my crying quieted. "Seventeen,
just a little older than you." She got knocked up the second time she ever
had sex. "If you can imagine that," she said. I couldn't. I didn't want to.
Her boyfriend took her to a clinic, stayed in the room with her and held
her hand. "He kept telling me not to look." I couldn't believe she'd wanted
to look. She couldn't help it; her boyfriend folded a hand over her eyes, a
nurse held her down by the shoulders.
The nurse told her afterward, offhandedly, that it could've been twins.
My mother believed they were boys. They came to her in prophetic dreams.
She'd watched them age this way. I didn't ask if they'd ever predicted anything about me.
"I knew immediately," she said as I tried to hang up. "Right away. No
question. You have to be sure, Magda. You must."
Sharon and I waited until 1 :00 a.m. for my father to come home.
We didn't have to say it: we both had no idea where he was, what he
was doing. Speculation wouldn't make waiting any easier. We talked about
other things. Well, she talked. I listened:
"The boat needs to be winterized."
"You keep going over your cell phone minutes."
"Where do I know that actress from?"
"I haven't seen you do laundry for a while."
"I like that nail color."
"I didn't say you should keep it because of the grandkids," she
announced during a lull. I was pretending to watch TV, the sound muddied
by the gurgling filter of my father's fish tank.
All but one of my father's fish were dead. The live one swam in a figureeight across the span of the tank.
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"I just said it to say something."
We heard the garage door open, heard Dad's tiny work car putter into
its space. He was out there for fifteen minutes before coming inside. Maybe
he practiced what he would say, maybe he cried. But he was probably taking
a few hits off the bowl he kept hidden out there.
"Where have you been?" Sharon asked as he came up the stairs. "We've
been worried."
He hung his coat over the railing and kicked off his boots. "Union
meeting. Went to the bar afterward."
I had never feared my father before, but I'd also never been knocked up.
He was the only person I worried about disappointing. I didn't know if I
should go to my room, or cry, or beg for forgiveness.
He reeked of beer and cigars but looked and moved as soberly as a
priest. His hands were still black from work. He didn't speak after Sharon
left the room. He just pulled me into a hug so huge and warm I felt like I
was five again.
His shirt smelled like elevator grease and sweat and Old Spice. I always
loved the way he smelled. He loosened his hug to look at my face.
"You have options."
"I know."
"Well ..." I could tell he hadn't planned on saying this tonight. "You
have the options I give you."
He noticed his dead fish, whispered shit, rapped a knuckle against the tank.
"I think abortion is the best option. I don't like it, but, you know, people
have them. Girls in situations like this have them."
I thought of the pregnant girls from gym class, my cousin who'd had a
baby when she was seventeen, my father's best friend's daughter, who'd had
big dreams before getting knocked up by the boy next door when she was
my age. I didn't know anyone other than my mother who'd seen this as a
solution. I wondered if Dad knew about Wendy's imaginary twenty-year-old
twin boys.
"If you decide to give the baby up, you'll have to move back in with
your mother until it's born." I'd never seen him this solemn. This was the
first time he'd ever said he didn't want me in his life.
His eyes traced the path of his surviving fish, still swimming its figure
eight across the tank. He wiped his hand on his jeans, rolled up his sleeve.
"And if you decide you want to keep it," he continued softly as he
plunged his hand wrist-deep into the water, "you'll have to leave."
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He skimmed the dead fish from the surface, cupped them in his palm.
"And I'm not going to help you. You'll be on your own."
He examined his catch under the tank's light.
"Your body's going to go through a lot."
Their tiny scales shimmered. He closed his fingers around them.
"I just ... I can't watch you go through that. I won't."
Jesus' Representative called me over the weekend.
She invited me to their next youth-group meeting, promised a room full
of girls just like me to offer their support. Said Pastor Bob was looking forward to meeting me, helping me through this life-changing transition.
I wanted to tell her that I had just gotten off the phone with a clinic, that
I had an appointment, that I was a filthy Roe-vs.-Wade-loving heathen.
Now that my whoring around had taken its toll, I was going to take care of
it in the least Christian way possible. I was going to Hell. I wanted to ask
what the group of pregnant girls and Pastor Bob would think of that. Is that
a transition they'd want to help me through?
But she was only trying to help.
All anyone had been trying to do was help.
I declined, and thanked her politely.
"Well then." She cleared her throat. "May the Lord bless and keep you,
Magda. You'll be in our prayers."
"Are you gonna go to the Christmas party?" The nurse made moony
eyes at the doctor as she rolled down the waist of my sweatpants, pushed
up my shirt. "We're doing White Elephant this year. Should be fun." She
squirted a cold glob of K-Y onto my abdomen, batted her eyelashes and
grinned expectantly.
"Maybe I can get rid of that scarf Kristy got me last year," the doctor
chuckled. He pressed buttons on the ultrasound machine, handed the wand
to the nurse. "That's the nice thing about divorce-I don't have to let her
dress me anymore." He winked.
They didn't look me in the eyes or speak to me. They spoke only to each
other-a continued workplace flirtation they'd carried in with them from
somewhere else.
The nurse pressed the wand's head hard against my middle as she stared
dreamily at the doctor's ass. He continued pressing buttons, frowning at the
fuzzy screen.
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"I need your help, I think," the nurse said sweetly, biting her lip and
feigning confusion. Putting on a real show. The doctor wrapped his hand
around hers, pushed the wand in slow circles, spread the puddle of K-Y
until I was coated with a thick sheen.
"There," he pointed at the screen. "Third quadrant."
"Thanks," she beamed.
The doctor was gone, the nurse at his heels, before I could ask what that
meant.
I don't know what I thought that day would be like. It was a sub-zero
Friday in December. Wendy drove me to the clinic, hidden in an office
building across the city. We took my car because hers wouldn't start. I wore
my pajamas. My face was chapped from the cold and puffy from crying. My
mother was upset to be missing a day's pay, but still glad that it was she who
was taking me and not my stepmother.
It was eerily casual at the abortion clinic, like it was a more sinister version of the DMV. My being there seemed a giant imposition to the doctors
and the nurses, as though I was getting in the way of water cooler gossip
and budding office romances.
After the ultrasound, after financial counseling with a terse gray-hair
who scolded me for not signing my forms with first, middle, and last names,
"The way it appears on your insurance card, or else there will be big problems in billing. You don't wanna pay this outta pocket," it was time for preprocedure counseling.
"When was your last period, Magdalena?" The counselor-a young,
soft-spoken black woman-actually made eye contact when she spoke to
me. She smiled softly, but her eyes looked tired, sad.
She held a cardboard wheel, a due date cheat sheet. She slid one ring left,
another right. "Do you have any questions? Concerns?" I think she tried so
hard to make me feel human because it was her job to tell me when my it was
supposed to become human. My due date was in early- to mid-July.
I was eager to be put under. Twilight sleep. After learning about my
mother's morbid curiosity during her own procedure, I knew I couldn't take
the risk of staying awake.
"Anything else, Magdalena?" the counselor asked.
I wanted to know if it was a boy or not. If it was a girl, if she would
fuck up the same way I had. What its teeth would look like. Whether or not
it would be hyperactive, or need medication, or have a bent dick. Who its
father was and why I let this happen and how could I let this happen and
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how come this wasn't easier, it was supposed to be easier, everyone wanted this,
I wanted this, I want this, this is right, you have to be sure, Magda, you must.
"No. Nothing else."
A small locker room led to the operating rooms. I put on my paper
gown and a short, tired woman came to get me. I began to cry. Hard.
"Hey, no crying now, OK? Come on, crying's not gonna fix it."
How callous. How unprofessional. How true.
I asked to see my mother and was refused.
"No time."
Instead, she ushered me through the locker room's thick, steel door. We
faced a bank of operating rooms, one with an open curtain, waiting for me.
On my back, my legs in the stirrups, the anesthesiologist cleaned a spot
on my arm for the IV. "Please count backward from one hundred."
He was walleyed, his irises dead and cloudy.
I woke up cotton-mouthed and dizzy. Two hands floated above me,
holding something.
It was very bright, and very cold, and the sheet tucked tightly around me
was very scratchy. The hair on my arms and the back of my neck stood up
stick-straight. I shivered. I tried to blink my eyes into focus.
"Eat this. Come on, take it." The nurse had a small Dixie Cup and a
graham cracker. When I was too slow, she gave up and placed the items on
a chair beside my bed. "You have to go. You're upsetting the other patients."
I wasn't really awake yet; I was still trying to surface. Did she really say
that? Did she say anything? As she stomped away, I became aware for the
first time that I was not alone.
A young Mexican woman cried silently, hiding behind her long black
hair, pretending not to see me. She twisted a sweaty lock around one finger
and rubbed slow circles on her middle.
A bottle-blonde was caked with heavy makeup, looking like she was
about to get up out of her abortion clinic bed and go back to work. She
loudly demanded her purse, her voice filling the room. She drummed loud
clicks and clacks with her elaborate fake nails against the metal arm of her
bed until she was obliged.
The small redhead next to her sipped timidly from her tiny cup, asked a
nurse for her boyfriend, asked if he was still in the waiting room, asked for
him to be found when they said that no, he wasn't.
I was surrounded by groggy, slow-moving women, some crying, some
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acting like they'd just had their teeth cleaned.
If I had upset the other patients, that meant I hadn't dreamt it, that it
wasn't a terrible, ironic sedation dream. From the operating table and
recovery room bed, I'd fluttered between sleep and wakefulness. "This is
punishment," I'd slurred as the nurse slid my panties up my thighs, tucked
the coarse sheet behind my calves and knees, over my breasts, up to my
armpits. "I'm a WHORE!" I'd announced. "I'm going to HELL!"
I don't believe in Hell. I don't think I'm a whore.
Sometimes, I am thankful. Sometimes I imagine things going differently.
Sometimes I come across the pictures out there, where fetuses look like tadpoles or seahorses. Sometimes I think about jellyfish.
The day I learned I was pregnant, Mr. McMahon regaled the environmental science class I should've been in about the Turritopsis nutricula, the
immortal jellyfish.
The Turritopsis nutricula, once it reaches sexual maturity, becomes a
child again-a baby. Fresh and new. It completely reverts. It gets to start
over. And this makes it, effectively, biologically immortal. Infinite chances.
How I envied the jellyfish, and still do. To be the child, his baby girl,
instead of being with child, then without.
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The Glory Herself
David J. Bauer

I NEED SOME NEW FRIENDS.
I mean, do you think poor Frankie stands a chance against this girl? No
way. It's over before it starts. Frank knows it, she knows it, Frank's friends
Carlo and Binto know it, and whatever the fuck her friends' names are, they
know it too.
They're all standin' on Broadway in front of some Mexican dry
cleaners, one in a dozen all up and down the cracked, filthy sidewalk.
Ripped-up lotto tickets, pop bottles with faded labels, a pair of sneaks here,
a pair of crusty sweatpants there. And everyone just ignores it, lives in and
amongst it, living.
Fuckin' downtown Aurora, Illinois, man.
And it's sweaty as hell. I mean, Carlo and Binto are standin' there in
their stretched-out, soaked T-shirts, tryin' to look tough, but all they can
think about is how their dicks are stickin' to the insides of their legs. And
they're tryin' to shake them loose, but it's like fuckin' Velcro. And Gloria's
stupid friends are trying to be sexy for Carlo-because he's the cute one
with the biceps-and they're leanin' against the store's window, with its
neon-green sign shaped like a shirt and tie, burning in the middle of the day;
FRANKIE'S THINKIN' TO HIMSELF, MAN,
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all they can feel is their tan backs stickin' to the glass, their skin practically
takin' the fuckin' neon with them.
And fuck me, the whole time they're standin' there on the sizzling sidewalk with their Rocket Pops-red, white, and blue: summer colors, man.
And they're drippin' down their arms, nearly fallin' off the stick, little dots
of color soakin' into the concrete around their feet.
But I'm supposed to be tellin' you about Frank, this poor fuckin' white
kid-the only one there-and how Gloria's smokin' -hot sixteen-year-old
body (she doesn't look sixteen, man) is struttin' her shit over to him as he
stands with Carlo and Binto, and he's used to Carlo gettin' the attention, so
what the fuck's goin' on here? She's lookin' right at him, and she's smirking.
What the hell is so funny?
And fuck me, man, no joke, she just sticks out that juicy Mexican
tongue of hers and starts runnin' it up and down his arm, sticky with rocket
pop. She cleans him up. Licks him clean. And everyone-Carlo, Binto,
Frankie, Gloria's ugly friends, people drivin' down Broadway, the fuckin'
cops, your mother, my mother-they're all just watchin'. And it's like dead
quiet now. Carlo and Binto were runnin' their mouths at the girls earlier,
talking a lot of shit, right? But Gloria, she shut them all up, stopped the
whole city of Aurora. All Frankie can hear is her sixteen-year-old tongue
wipin' spit all up and down his fourteen-year-old arm, still holdin' that
Rocket Pop. Her eyes are starin' right at him, but all he can see is the little
beauty mark on her top lip. Then, just for good measure, she runs her
tongue all the way up his wrist, up the Rocket Pop, lingers there for a
second, and kisses the blue end of it. Carlo and Binto nearly shit their pants.
Gloria's friends are just laughin' now. Finally, after like an hour, she steps
back, wipes her lips with her thumb, and says, "So, what do you say?"
And poor Frankie, he's sweatin' -his freckles are fuckin' sweatin', man.
He feels the wad of cash in his back pocket, thirty-five bucks, and he says,
"I'll do it." You would, too, wouldn't you?
Only problem is it isn't Frankie's money to spend, it's his mother's. And
I know what you're sayin': "His poor mother. What about the dress
Frankie's supposed to pick up at the cleaners? That's why they were standin'
around on Broadway in the first place." I know, I know. And you're saying,
"His poor mother's been lookin' forward to the singles thing at Our Lady
of Good Counsel, tickin' off the days on the calendar behind the meat
counter at the Dominick's she works at!" And I'm tellin' you, I know this
shit. But do you think Frankie was thinkin' about any of that when fuckin'
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Gloria Gutierrez-the Glory Herself!-was slobberin' up and down his
fuckin' arm?
Obviously not, because he dropped that cash in a second: walked up
Broadway to Foremost Liquors, all of them walkin' behind him like he was
leading a parade or somethin', laughin' because it worked like a charm; they
were all in on it. Once Carlo's big mouth blurted out that Frankie had a wad
of cash in his pocket, Gloria stepped up, knew exactly what to do. Frankie,
that poor bastard.
His neighbor, Harold, works at Foremost Liquors, and he's twenty-two
and pretty cool, so he gives Frankie five 40s, the bottles like sweaty cold bullets, the beer piss yellow inside. Five of those, six bucks each plus tax; do
the math, man. That's like thirty-three bucks. Frank's poor mother.
So they head down to the river where the cops won't see them, and they
spend all day drinkin' and yellin', and poor Frankie's feelin' like shit, realized what he was <loin' the second Harold rang that shit up. But Gloria ...
he thought maybe this would be his chance to hang around her. Holding
that 40 in her hands, the thing's nearly as big as she is. But she was busy
with Carlo, who's in middle school with Frank, but should probably be a
sophomore except he's too stupid to go to school. She didn't talk to Frank
at all, and he just spent the rest of the day skippin' rocks in the muddy Fox
River, feelin' like a sucker, sayin' to himself, Man, I need some new friends.
It wasn't fair. Frankie had been workin' at Gloria for months, all of
eighth-grade year, in fact. She was a freshman up at East High, while he was
at Our Lady of Good Counsel, walkin' home after school with a backpack
on and a Catholic school shirt and tie, lookin' like a kid. Walkin' past East
was out of his way, but he always did it because every once in a while, if he
snuck out of school a few minutes early, he could make it over there in time
to see Gloria and her friends walkin' across the grass to some old Lincoln
that nearly shook the Earth with its bass. He figured the guy was her
boyfriend or somethin' because he was way cooler and had tattoos all up
his neck. They didn't have a dress code at East. They had a daycare. She
always looked so good, wearin' shorts that showed off her ass. Frankie, like
a loser, would stand across the street and hide behind a tree, stealin' looks
at her, because he was afraid people would give him shit for his tie.
But once summer came around, he didn't have to wear his tie anymore
and he could be a normal kid, finally, except that he'd just moved to the
neighborhood during the winter after all the shit with his dad went down,
and he was white while almost all his friends were Mexican. He figured
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since Gloria was Mexican, she'd be more likely to make out with him if she
saw that he was one with her people or some shit. Fuckin' Frank. You can't
be wise and in love at the same time.
Phillips Park wasn't far away from his house, and it had an aquatic
center there. Big deal. It meant there was a pool that the entire city of
Aurora had to share with each other. Even so, Frankie and Carlo and Binto
would've loved to dive into that disease-infested water-at least it was
probably cold. They couldn't afford the passes to get in, so they had to stand
on the other side of the fence and watch like starvin' animals or somethin'.
It was pathetic, believe me.
But for Frankie, it wasn't even about the pool. He played it like it was,
but while Carlo and Binto were yellin' shit at the people in the pool, Frankie
was starin' at Gloria Gutierrez, who just happened to spend every day tanning by the pool. Did she even need to tan? Her skin was brown year round.
Frankie didn't worry about it, because he got to see her in a bikini. The poor
bastard would just stare till his eyeballs dried out.
But anyways, before Gloria was slobbin' on Frank's arm, they'd been at
the aquatic center, all of them-Gloria and her friends by the pool, Frankie
and his on the outside lookin' in, just like every other day.
And just like every other day, Binto's bitchin', sayin', "Fuck, man, isn't
there some other shit we can do?"
And Carlo punches him on the arm, sayin', "You got a better idea? I'd
love to fuckin' hear it."
And Frankie's just at the fence, hangin' on it like his legs don't work, his
shirt stretched out at the neck, hangin' nearly down to his nipples. And
Carlo and Binto see this, so Carlo goes over and snatches Frankie's wallet
out of his pocket, sayin', "Better start pa yin' attention, white boy, or
someone's gonna jack your fuckin' wallet." And he sees the green bills inside
and opens it up. "Holy shit, man. What you <loin' with this much money?"
And Frankie snatches it back, feeling watched by the old people goin'
through the turnstiles. They're wonderin' what a white kid is doing with
two Mexicans.
"That's my mom's, man," Frank says.
"Fuck that," Binto yells, tryin' to sound tough, but he's short and fat
with a curly little ponytail on the back of his neck. Looks fuckin' stupid, but
he's had it since he was five.
Carlo, who's already had his growth spurt and is bigger than all of
them, says, "Let's get Harold to buy us 40s, man. He'll do it."
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"I can't. It's my mom's money. I gotta pick up a dress for her at the dry
cleaners." And Frankie turns back to the fence and starts lookin' for Gloria's
cute little brown stomach.
"The fuck's your mom need a dress for?" Carlo asks.
"Yeah, what for?" Binto says, because he's always repeatin' Carlo.
"Some thing at Our Lady of Good Counsel," Frank mumbles.
"Our Lady?" Carlo says. "She need a fancy new dress for church? She
comin' to school with us?" Carlo starts leanin' on Frank's shoulder, gettin'
his bad breath in Frank's mouth.
"Some singles thing. People come and meet each other." Frank shoves
Carlo off him.
"Meet each other?" Binto says, laughing.
Carlo starts laughing too. "Yeah, fuck that, Frankie. Don't let your mom
go to that shit."
"What do you mean?"
"Frankie, you idiot. You know what happens at those singles things?
Women go to look for nice Catholic men to marry. Guys go to look for a
nice Catholic girl to fuck. If your mom goes there she's comin' back fucked
by some guy."
"Fuck you," Frank says, punchin' Carlo on the shoulder.
"It's true," he says, laughin'. "When's the last time your mom got it,
man? Your pops got hauled off, right? She's probably beggin' for it!"
Frank goes to punch him again, but just turns around and hangs on the fence.
"Man, you lookin' for someone?" Binto finally says.
And he has no idea why-maybe it's all the horniness buildin' up in
him-but Frankie tells 'em, says he's lookin' at Gloria Gutierrez, and right
away Carlo and Binto bust up laughin', nearly fallin' over, and Frank's face
turns bright pink.
"Man, I know that chick," Carlo says, laughin'. "There's no way she's
hangin' around your white ass."
"You think I don't know that?" Frank yells. "But I'm still lookin' anyways, so fuck you both."
"Hey, let's get her over here," Carlo says, and without waitin' he starts
screamin' "Gloria!" Screamin' it like a madman, and Frankie's tryin' to shut
him up, and Binto's just laughin', 'cause that's all he ever does.
There're probably a hundred chicks all lyin' along the pool stacked up next
to each other like logs, but when she hears her name bein' screamed from way
down near the entrance, Gloria pokes her head up, along with her two friends.
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Frankie and Carlo can just barely make out her little body stickin' up
around all those other girls, but Carlo keeps screamin' her name and wavin'
at her until she finally gets up and starts walkin' over. Frankie turns to leave
but Carlo holds Frank there with his huge arm.
Gloria's shorter than her two friends, but it's obvious she's the leader,
because they walk behind her.
"What do you guys want?" she yells as she's walkin' at them. Her voice
is tough, like she already smokes too many cigarettes.
Carlo's tryin' not to laugh, holdin' on to Frank, who won't even look at Gloria.
"Hey, we got some cash, you wanna go get drunk?"
Gloria sees these three idiots standing on the other side of the fence,
sweatin', their hair greasy, wearin' hand-me-down shirts and sweatpants.
And she knows Carlo and Binto from around, and she thinks she recognizes
the white kid from somewhere, and she decides that there's nothin' better to
do, so she speaks for her group and says, "Yeah, why not?"
And when Frankie hears that, he stops strugglin' with Carlo and turns
and looks at Gloria, who's smilin' at him through the cyclone fence. Who
knows, maybe he's got a chance.
But he doesn't. Gloria played him. They all played him. Stupid white kid
with too much cash in his pocket got duped into buyin' beer for everyone,
and now while they're sittin' on rocks gettin' drunk by the river, Frankie's
by himself kickin' at dirt clods, feelin' like he's goin' straight to Hell when
he dies. His poor mother.
And then he gets to thinkin' how unfair it is. How a girl like Gloria can
get anything she wants-anything!-and all she has to do is shake her ass a
bit. She's probably been doin' it her whole life. Thinkin' how it's not fair,
how someone should do something, and as he's thinkin' this, he's been
tossin' a dirt clod around in his hand, feelin' how crumbly it is, and before
he can even realize what he's <loin', he's winding up like he's tryin' out for
the Sox, and he wings that chunk of dirt toward everyone, watchin' it fly,
slow and wobbly. And then everything goes silent. It doesn't even click until
he sees Carlo runnin' at him, sprintin' fast as hell, and he only catches a
glimpse of Gloria holdin' her head, a little trickle of blood slidin' down her
face. And no joke, right before Carlo is on top of him, poundin' the shit out
of him, Frank says to himself, "Nice shot." It doesn't take long for Carlo to
realize that there ain't much fight in Frank. He lands a few blows and then
tells him to get his white ass out of there and that's that.
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It's a lonely walk home by himself. The sun's goin' down now and he
can feel welts on his forehead bulging up and hummin' with hurt. The sweat
on his skin is coolin' off, givin' him the chills. Or maybe it's that he's gonna
have to tell his mom that he pissed her money away. They live in a small
bungalow at the bottom of a hill over on Pearl Street. It's just Frankie and
his mom; it's all she can afford. He comes in and he can smell meat cookin'.
Probably something Mom got for free from work. She gets the cheap cuts
and cooks it for hours until it finally gives up and decides to taste good.
She's in the kitchen, sittin' on the counter, watchin' the flickering blue
picture on the little television next to the toaster. Her hair's up on top of her
head, and she looks exhausted-bags under her eyes, deep lines at the corners of her mouth. She smells like blood from cutting meat all day, and her
skin's pale because she never gets to go outside.
"Hey, Frankie," she says, not lookin' at him. "Dinner'll be ready soon."
Frankie nods and heads for his room, but she stops him.
"How'd it go with the dress?" she asks, her words chasing him down.
He stops and turns around. He's crying. When did that start? Trying not
to, but he is all the same, his head hurtin' like hell.
"I didn't get it, Mom," he says, and he can't look her in the eye, but he
can feel the worry on her face, seein' her son lookin' beat to hell. He's
staring at every square inch of that kitchen except her. The dirty tile, the
oven with the crooked door, the cracked countertops, the table that has a
phonebook from '87 holding up its bad leg.
"I didn't get it."
"What happened to you?" She's concerned that Frankie got mugged or
something. That makes him feel worse, that now he's worrying her. He
thinks about just lying to her, saying he got jacked a few blocks away, that
he did the smart thing and just gave the guy the money, but he got pounded
anyway. But he can't.
"I blew the money on beer. I got it from Harold."
"Harold from up the street?"
Frankie nods. There's a long silence and he looks up at his mom, and her
face is stone cold. "So you got drunk and got in a fight? Is that what you're
tellin' me?"
"I didn't drink any. I only had money for Carlo and Binto and the others."
"What others?"
"Gloria Gutierrez and her two friends."
Mom hops off the counter and checks the oven, grabs some plates and
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starts setting the table. She lets Frank's words linger in the air. This is what
she does. Frank just stands there, never knowin' if he should keep talkin' or
just shut up.
"So you like this Gloria girl?" she finally says, leaning over the kitchen
table, the ceiling lamp close to her head.
Frankie shrugs. "I thought maybe I did. But she just wanted me to buy
her beer."
Mom nods like she was there.
"Gotta watch out for that. You gotta be meaner, Frankie, or every girl
is just gonna take advantage of you. Sometimes you gotta be mean."
"I was. That's how I ended up like this."
She gives him a long stare, waiting for him to talk.
"I was just thinkin', gettin' all worked up and feelin' shitty that I lost
your money, and before I knew what happened I chucked a dirt clod and hit
her in the head."
"Gloria?"
"Yeah."
"Is she OK?"
"I dunno. Probably. Carlo kicked the shit outta me and that was it."
Then they ate dinner and didn't say another word.
Later, Frank's sittin' on the couch watchin' television, and Mom's
headin' for bed, but he stops her and asks, "Why did you wanna go to that
singles thing at Our Lady?"
"I thought it'd be fun," she says, massaging her tired neck. "Maybe I'll
just go without the dress. No tricks, just me. Girls are all about tricks,
Frankie. Don't fall for them."
And she turns to leave, but she stops and says, "You know what you did
to that girl was wrong, yeah?"
Frank nods.
"You saw the way your dad treated me. Part of it was my fault for not
stoppin' it sooner, but he's locked up now." She rubs at her watery gray eyes.
"You can't think that sort of thing is OK. You can't."
Frank nods some more, feelin' his Adam's apple seize up at the remembered sounds of screams and breakin' plates.
She heads for her bedroom door and says, "Oh, and you owe me thirtyfive bucks." Then she goes into her lonely bedroom and closes the door
behind her, and Frankie thinks to himself, Man, I need some new friends.
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Her Shadows
Rya n Col lins

EVERYONE WAS HER NOW.

He walked to work, which was not far. But now he wanted to run every
block. He wanted to get there, so that he could sit in his cubicle and be
walled off from everyone. Because she was all of them.
She had left, but they all milled about him, unaware that it was her hair,
dark and thick and rippled with waves, that tumbled down the backs of
their necks and past their collars, that their faces had been pushed into pale
hearts like hers, noses upturned, ears flattened to the sides of their heads, the
lobes stretched loose, dangling like tadpoles held at the tail. And they all
walked like her, too, slow with one foot cocked inward slightly. Slower than
him. Always slower.
Always dropping back to walk with her. But truly he was as a child on
a bike, always wanting to ride ahead and spin circles in the street.
He got to the Sears Tower and looked up. He had worked there for
going on three years, but he still looked up at it every day as if its height
shocked him, as if nobody had told him such things existed and he had
stumbled upon it. As if he had been missing it for years.
The front doors spun endlessly, catching and releasing her. Like a factory,
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taking in and churning out. They were making her in there, assembling her
piece by piece and spinning her into the world. To fill it with her.
He grasped the corner of the building, and hugged it as a child would a
father's leg, and began to shimmy up it like a coconut tree. The smooth
black glass squeaked under his fingers.
The corner pushed into his chest between his lungs, and as he climbed
higher, he felt it cut at him. So he rose faster, trying to reach the top before he
was halved. Before it broke him, and the two pieces slid down the glass like spit.
And he wanted to get there because every window framed her, just a
dark form hunched over keyboards and walking between cubicles. Her
shadows inhabited each floor.
So he climbed faster, the corner still a hot line from his Adam's apple to
his crotch. Still trying to split him and send him to the asphalt.
He reached the top and pushed himself up and over the lip, rolling onto
the gravel of the roof. When he stood, he looked up at the spires, white and
sharp. They lanced the clouds and held them there in the sky. He climbed
one of them the same way he ascended the building itself, like a tree or a
fireman's pole.
At its point he stopped and looked down at the streets. They were gray
lines and angles now, cutting the city in all directions. And they crawled
with her down there, infested, strolling through crosswalks and screaming
into cell phones, tripping on curbs and buying coffee. He knew she was
everywhere. But up here she was just a mass of black dots, her thousands of
faces now faceless. Up here she was an abstraction, malleable in his brain,
all of her lost in that distance.
And so he let her go.
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Elizabeth Ernst

After the Card Game, 2010

In 2005, Elizabeth Ernst introduced Chicagoans to The G.E. Circus-a cast of circus characters she sculpted
with polymer clay, photographed, printed on black and white linen paper, and then finished with acrylic paint.
Once complete, she wrote th eir biographies which were hung alongside each piece, giving voice to her imagined
entertainers. The show combined her love for storytel ling, scu lpture, painting, and photography, addressing
various social issues associated with the circus.
Five years later, Ernst presents Smoke & Mirrors, a continuation of her deep commitment to the people who
work in the circus. In her newest works, Ernst photographs figures she created from clay and scrap metal, and
combines them with images she took at traveling circuses, going behind the tents and inside the trailers to reveal
the lives behind the faces who entertain the public.
Elizabeth Ernst creates a world, whether real or imagined, wh ich relies on disbelief and suspended reality. Behind
the makeup and costumes are rea l people whose lives often belie the people they portray. It is this duality-the
public persona vs. the private persona-that Smoke & Mirrors exami nes, reminding us that people usually reveal
what they want us to know, and often the truth lies elsewhere.
For more information about Elizabeth Ernst's creat ive process, visit Catherine Edelman Gallery's Artist Talk at:
edel ma nga Ilery.com/ Artist_Ta Ik/ ernstshow2010/ Ernst_ArtistTa Ik_2010.htm

Audrey Margaret Kelly, 2004

Dickie Backstage, 2011

Kitty Merkel, 2004

The Outside Talker, 2009

Knuckles & Lillian, 2010

Sideshow Performer, 2010

Karl Zucchini, 2004

Letters to a Statue
Ryan Sinon

A YOUNG MAN AND A YOUNG WOMAN LIVED TOGETHER IN A SMALL HOUSE BUILT
along the outskirts of town near a fragrant cherry orchard.
The young man was a poet. He spent much of his time outdoors. During
the summer months, his fair complexion darkened with freckles that peppered his forearms and shoulders, but during the winter months, his skin
became as white as the paper he wrote on. The backs of his hands were as
smooth as his forehead, and his eyes, like two clear stones, looked upon the
world with certainty, as though he were able to see invisible things.
The young girl was a painter. She wore her hair, black and lustrous like
a horse's mane, up to show off her plump face and elegant neck. Her eyes
were the eyes of a much older woman, large with dark rings, but this
strangeness only accentuated her beauty. She painted so often that her hands
were stained with pigment, and from a distance it appeared as though she
wore patchwork gloves.
Not long after their marriage, the young painter girl became pregnant, but
she was hardly two weeks into her pregnancy when the king of that country
decreed all able-bodied men to serve in the Royal Navy. War had been declared
and any man disloyal to the nation risked arrest and trial before the courts.
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"And what will I do while you're away?" she asked, but he had no
answer and the guilt of leaving her swirled inside him as though he'd chosen
this fate for them.
Each night leading up to his departure ended in an argument. She felt
abandoned and he depressed and hopeless. But her outbursts stemmed from
her fear of never seeing him again, and of being left alone with their child
growing inside her. She loved him deeply, and on the night before he was
scheduled to leave, her rage seemed to vanish and she kissed him all over his
face and clung to his shirt so tightly she nearly tore the seams. That night,
they couldn't sleep, and she lay awake beside him with all sorts of strange
ideas flashing in her mind. "We can dig a deep hole and live underground,"
she said. "Or find a cave in one of the foothills and live inside it until the
war is finished." But they were all fantasies, and in her heart she wished they
might stay in bed together, frozen in this moment, while the rest of the
world outside went spinning forward.
When the day arrived, the young poet, dressed in a gray wool uniform
issued by the king's navy, left his small house, crossed the cherry orchard, and
headed south towards the beaches to report for duty. His wife went with him.
When they arrived, hundreds of men dressed as seamen gathered in a
large mass on the beach, crouching beneath a salty, slate gray sky. Their
shuffling feet had transformed the smooth sand into a ragged brown landscape full of broken shells. Screeching gulls circled above. Over thirty small,
empty rowboats sat banked along the wet sand. Oarsmen stood nearby,
leaning on their oars, waiting to escort the arriving soldiers to the king's
warships anchored half a mile offshore in the blue haze.
No sooner had they arrived when it came time to embark. The navy's
commander in chief, sitting atop a white horse, gave a great shout above the
crowd of upturned faces, "All aboard!" Electricity passed through everyone.
The young poet turned to face his wife. Then he reached down and picked
up one of the small conch shells half buried in the sand. He took her wrist
and placed the shell in her open palm.
"When you miss me," he said, "hold it to your ear. The rush of air inside
is the same rush of air inside my lungs. If you can hear it, then I'm alive." He
kissed her lips. "I'll write to you as soon as I can," he said, and turned to join
the crowd of soldiers surging toward the rowboats. But before he left completely, she gently tugged his sleeve and he stopped to face her again.
"Let me look at you," she said, and bringing her nose up to his, she fixed
her dark eyes on him as though she were preparing to paint his portrait and
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regretted having never done so.
When she released his sleeve, he turned again to JOm the men. She
watched his departing back blend with the gray uniforms and concentrated
her eyes on his shoulder straps in order not to lose him. But the crowd
quickly swallowed him up and a great weight laid itself around her throat
like a necklace of stones.
Once all the men had boarded the rowboats, the oarsmen pushed off
into the open sea and paddled towards the king's war ships. The young
painter girl, so struck by the scene, suddenly ran towards the shore, desperately, her feet kicking up a wet spray as she entered the water. She waded
out until she stood waist deep. Her cotton dress ballooned around her and
a dense growth of seaweed brushed her ankles like hair. With her arm as
straight as a flag staff, she waved her white handkerchief above her head.
By now, the bobbing rowboats were so far out they appeared like children's
toys floating in a bath. Her eyes darted from one boat to another, searching
the brown faces of huddled men who crouched shoulder to shoulder,
hopeful that she might see him one last time. But each boat looked like the
next and it was impossible to distinguish one man from another; they all
appeared like bent, gray sacks.
That night, on her return home, she crossed through the orchards and
stopped near the old wishing well. She sat upon the stone edge and peered
down the circular shaft. She saw nothing but darkness, except for a thin
crescent glimmer at the far bottom where the water's flat surface reflected
the moon. Although she regarded the old well as nothing more than a child's
game, she shouted down into the cold, black hole.
"While my husband is away at war, turn me to stone, and when he
comes home change me back into a woman and it will seem as though I'd
been asleep a single day. This is my wish."
She was about to leave when a column of light rose up from the well's
depths, followed by an echoing voice that sounded like many voices
answering all at once. "Tomorrow, when dawn's first light touches your
skin, you will be encased in stone. Encased in stone you will remain until
your husband returns from war."
So that night, instead of going to sleep, she locked her small house and
walked up to a high ridge overlooking the beach. To the east, she saw the
black expanse of sea beneath the moon; to the west, the fisherman's village
twinkled with yellow lights. She waited there watching the sky change from
purple to orange. The moon set and the sun rose, and when dawn's light fell
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upon the high ridge and touched her skin she was transformed into a white
statue facing the sea, with the conch shell held up against her stone ear.
My darling,
The sea is an endless place. Been sailing for three weeks and each morning
early to watch dawn rise on the water. It's beautiful, a sight you must
wake
I
paint someday. The air is full of salt and the sun beats on my face all day. I'm
already brown. The men aboard are cheerful and I've found friends among a
small group of them. Some of the crew remain seasick, vomiting overboard
all day. Forgive me for sending this letter so late, but we're only provided a
single sheet of paper each month for letter writing. Today both the sun and
the moon hang in the sky at the same time. It's already become a habit that
after dinner a group of us hunker down in the quarters to share stories of the
women waiting for us to return. Some of the men speak crudely of their
women, but all of us are in love. I hope you're not too lonely and that this
letter gives you some comfort. You and the baby are forever in my thoughts,
and although I've been away for only a few weeks it feels like years have separated us. I'm afraid of how long this war will last. I'm afraid too that when
I return you'll have forgotten me or you won't recognize me or you'll be with
someone else. I'll do my best to stay the same man you left on the beach. I've
kissed the corner of this page. When you receive this letter kiss the same spot
and it will be as though we're together.
All my love
My darling,
So many times I wish you were here with me to see the sights! At noon
today a commotion began on the top deck where a group of men gathered
starboard peering over the edge. I pressed through and, flattened against the
railing, managed to catch a glimpse of what they were all pointing at.
Swimming alongside the ship, leaping in the churning foam like dolphins,
were a group of sea people. Five, maybe six. They were too quick to count.
All of them were young boys-none had grown beards yet. They kept their
hands flat against their sides while pumping their fish tails and each time
they leapt, the sun hit their backs and caused the spraying salt to glisten like
silver dust across their white shoulders. At times they vanished beneath the
water. But then after a moment one of the men would shout, "Look, there!"
and following his pointing finger with our eyes we'd see the mirage-like
shimmer of their fish scales rising from below and the show would begin all
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over again. I've done my best to describe this all to you in so short a space,
hopeful that it may give you a new subject to paint. I asked the ship's doctor
about pregnant women, so I might be able to imagine you more clearly. He
says, during the second month, the child's heart begins beating. Have you felt
it? I wonder what you must feel having two heartbeats inside you at once.
All my love
My darling,
I fear that your letters will never reach me. Docked today in a small
port. Many men received notes from loved ones. Nothing from you. Jules, a
good friend and veteran shipmate, says lots of letters get lost during wartime
and at our next port a whole bag of letters might be waiting for me. I've
begun training as a captain to a six-man gun crew. I already love them like
brothers and want nothing more than to keep them safe during battle.
Because of this I don't think I'm capable but the commander thinks otherwise and I can't argue against him. The cannon we've been assigned to is
black with rose blossoms engraved across the iron. The gun deck is dark and
smells like tar and gunpowder. The ceiling is low and one must crouch as
though walking through a shallow basement; if it weren't for the ship's continuous motion, you'd almost forget you were at sea. Working with the guns
has stained my clothes and no matter how hard I wash I always seem to
have black dirt under my nails. Even here on this page you can see the faint
impression of my fingerprints. Three months later and I try and imagine
how large you've grown with the baby by now; but the picture I have in my
head seems fixed, and you remain thin and petite as I've always known you
to be. Please send me your letters.
All my love
My darling,
Have yet to receive anything from you. Passed through a strait of small
islands yesterday. From afar they looked like wolf's teeth jutting out of the
sea. Not a speck of green on them. Just black, jagged stone. As we
approached, Jules pointed to them and said Sirens lived there, although I
saw no stirring of life. When our ship was less than half a mile from the first
island our lookout gave a shout from the crow's nest. Off the port side I
looked across the water's expanse and saw five women gathered together on
the stony isle's shore. I admit here, with some shame, that they wore no
clothes, except that their long red hair covered parts of them at times and
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blew wildly at other times, revealing their nakedness. The commander's first
aide passed out small balls of yellow wax and ordered all crew to stuff their
ears with it. Sounds became muffled. Some of the men fled below deck. Others
huddled low behind crates and covered their ears with their hands and, at the
stern, two deck cadets tied the helmsman's wrists to the wheel. When the ship
rode nearer I saw the women's faces. They wore transparent veils across their
noses and mouths, and their eyes were rimmed in black. Jules grabbed my
wrist and together we followed a group of men below deck. But even while
crouching in the low quarters with wax in my ears I still heard their muffled
singing and it sent shivers up my spine. If it weren't for Jules' grip on my
forearm I might have scooped out the wax and run back up to listen. Later, we
discovered that two men had jumped overboard during our pass through the
isles. The commander refuses to turn back for them. I've run out of page.
All my love
My darling,
Last night I dreamt of you. In my dream the ship was completely
empty, left to drift on the open sea. It was night, and a blue light was cast
across the top deck. I heard a voice calling my name from afar and quickly
followed the sound to the prow. The voice belonged to the ship's figurehead. I shouted, "Hello!" and when she turned her wooden face to look
back at me, I saw she was carved in your likeness-indeed it was you! Your
wooden hair was painted glossy black with thick curls framing your neck
and face. Your white shoulders were thrust back like a trumpeting bird's
and a loose-fitting blue robe lay open to expose one of your breasts. The
paint in your eyes had not dried yet, because your gaze shone back at me
like a pair of wet pools. When I asked where we were headed you gave no
reply, but instead turned your head to face the sea. Then I felt the ship
move beneath my feet. A wind caught in the sails and without knowing
how, I suddenly realized you were the ship itself. The hull was your body,
the sails your lungs, the rudder your feet, the bow your curved spine, the
cannons your voice. I lay on deck and listened to the groaning ship and
knew I was safe. When I woke it took all morning to shake the dream from
my mind. Even now it sticks in my head. The commander says that before
long now we will see our first battle. When it finally comes I'll keep this
dream close and think of you. Five months and I still have not seen a letter.
My heart knows that they are lost somewhere, yes. But my mind is wild
with doubt and I can't help thinking something terrible has happened. I
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don't wish to worry you, but I long for your words, even just your name
signed to a page, even that would be enough.
All my love
My darling,
Docked in a fishing village. Must be short, since I'm given half a page
and our ship is about to leave port. Commander says we'll see our first
battle within two days-intercepting a supply ship en route to an enemy's
armada. The men are excited and edgy. Fights among mates break out as
suddenly as singing. After five months training, my gun crew is in top shape
and eager and I'm confident of their performance. I apologize for my last
letter's desperate tone. Spirits are high since I wrote last and am certain
you're receiving my letters, which is truly my only concern. It's been a comfort imagining you here beside me, listening while I write. If I die in battle
know that I love you eternally and that we're never apart. When our son is
born name him after Saint Nicholas, patron saint of sailors. I am not afraid.
All my love
My darling,
It's three days since my last letter and I am alive. We've been provided
extra sheets to write home to loved ones regarding the battle, and Jules, my
loyal friend, has given me a second page so I may give you a complete
account of the events three days ago. My hand trembles at remembering; I
could fill ten pages with details, the images stand so clearly in my mind's
eye. By noon our lookout spotted the enemy ship heading east along the
horizon. It was a great vessel, equal in size to ours, with unfurled emerald
sails. Within an hour we were so close I was able to see the silhouetted crew
on the top deck. All our cannons were primed, and my men, along with the
rest of the gunners, waited for the signal. As our ship steered within firing
range I could see, as though looking in a neighbor's window, across the
watery battlefield and into the enemy's large portholes, where shadowy figures of opposing gun crews readied their cannons. It was like looking in a
mirror and I wondered for a moment if there was a gun captain like myself
aboard the enemy's vessel, staring back across at us, at me! Except for the
water buffeting the hull and distant gull cries, a frightening silence fell
across both sides. When the command was given, all our cannons fired at
once. The sound was like a mountain toppling from above. The gun deck
shook so violently I fell backward and a sharp ringing still hums in my ear
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as I write now. My nose burned with the smell of gunpowder and my eyes
stung. White puffs of cannon smoke encircled the starboard side as though
our ship had descended from the sky with clouds clinging to her hull. When
I finally regained my bearings and stood, I gazed out toward where I'd
recently looked, only to see, through the white haze, red flames and columns
of black smoke rising off the enemy's burning hull. Within an hour the
vessel was upended, sinking into the sea at such a severe angle that I was
able to see a portion of the ship's belly encrusted in barnacles. Our own ship
suffered little damage, and only six men died from cannon fire. Yesterday a
ceremony was held. Their bodies were sewn into sailcloth and thrown overboard with weights attached. The youngest crew member, a boy named
Louis who is only fourteen, sang during the funeral. The crew has been celebrating ever since and my eyes itch without sleep. But even now, while
writing this letter alone in my cabin, I admit I still can't grasp hold of their
joyous victory. Are you still writing to me? I continually look forward to
one day receiving all the letters you've written. At each port I'm filled with
excitement for my name to be called when the envelopes are read.
All my love
My darling,
Stopped in port this morning to mail you this letter. My pencil is so
worn down that I have difficulty holding it. Some of the men have whittled
their tips away and can't write letters anymore. The commander says the
king's navy is on a strict budget and there's no money to buy new pencils.
There's hardly enough to buy proper supplies. My uniform has grown holes
from all the salt deposits seeped into the fabric. I go shirtless most days on
the ship, which is fine because the wool itches. My whole body is brown
now and my hair is light blond. Only six months have passed, not even a
year, and our house near the cherry orchard seems like a distant mirage.
Sometimes I can hardly hold up the past in my mind. I'd ask you for a
sketch in charcoal, a quick landscape to jog my memory or a self portrait to
see how big you've grown with the baby inside, but I never receive your letters. Few men talk about their women anymore. Most are quiet. Jules says
we'll join with the Royal Navy by midweek. I thank heavens for Jules. His
friendship is a comfort, but my brain is always troubled these days. Why
have none of your letters arrived? I'm the only crewman who's yet to hear
from home, and the men now pity me like some starving dog waiting for
table scraps. Sometimes on bright days when the ocean is calm, I lean
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against the railing and gaze down at my shadow far below, cast upon the
water's surface. Times like these I wish I could trade places with my
shadow-he'd climb aboard the ship and go to war for me while I'd float
back home like a black sheet on the waves.
All my love
My darling,
Been at sea for twenty-seven weeks and have, at last, joined with the
king's navy. I've tried counting and am sure there are over one hundred
ships. Together we make quite a picture, keeping steady formation while our
sails catch the same wind and our masts lean at identical angles. Lately, the
unrelenting heat has suddenly cooled and in the evenings the open air leaves
goosebumps on my arms. In the distance more and more islands are visible.
Two days ago a "V" of geese flew overhead. Some of the men took rifle
shots at them as they passed near the masts. The commander's first aide got
lucky and clipped a wing. The injured goose reeled at the hit, and a puff of
black feathers hung in the air to mark where the bullet struck. After
pumping his wings to catch up, he aligned himself with the broken formation. But as the geese flew on, I could see that he was struggling to keep up
with the others. Jules says that the injured bird will land on one of the distant isles, and two of his fellow brother birds will break from the "V" and
stay with him until he's well enough to fly again or he dies. In the past I
might have felt bad for the situation, but I find myself saying a goose is a
goose. One less means little to anyone. Absence is a powerful thing. It feels
like I've been gone for many years, like I've thrown parts of myself overboard along the way. I have only one sheet of paper left. Tomorrow evening,
a messenger ship disembarks with the commander's latest report to the king
and with it go the crew's last letters before battle. I think about the day I left
you standing on the beach, and afterwards, you running out into the water,
waving your white handkerchief. I saw you from the rowboat, and the
image stands in my mind like a clear painting.
All my love
My darling,
Our bearings point north and already the faint shadow of land is visible
on the distant horizon. The commander says we'll see battle before dawn if
the winds hold steady. This will be my last letter to you until I'm able to find
more paper. I've asked around to those crew members I'm friendly with, but
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none have sheets they're willing to give up. So here I write a few lines for
you to read and reread when I am gone from this world. I hardly know
what cause I'm meant to fight for, and although other wars might be filled
with more able men, men who feel compelled to serve their country out of
love and duty, I'm not of this nature. My memories of you burn vividly and
I wonder now what life we might have lived together. I feel robbed of the
future happiness we might have known, robbed to never meet our son or
daughter. I love this world too much because you are part of it, and because
you are a part of it, it's difficult to let go. Some nights I seem to hear the soft
whisper of your prayers calling me home, but if God intends for my life to
end here, know that my love for you is as vital as my heart or brain, as
familiar as my arm or hand, and I cannot remember living without it.
Perhaps it's the vanity in all men, but it seems impossible that after I'm dead
the world will keep revolving. I don't know what exists beyond death, but
if I die tomorrow, know that my last thoughts of this world will be of you,
the last breath that escapes my lips will say your name; and although my
body may sink to the depths of the sea, my ghost will rise up above the
waters and fly back to you.
All my love
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Assisted Living
Noelle Aleksandra Hufnagel

SO MY GOOD-FOR-NOTHIN ' SON CATCHES ME SKINNY-DIPPIN' IN THE NEIGHBOR'S

pool-a one-time deal, ya know-and sure enough the next mornin' he
packs up all my stuff in the car and drives me straight on over to this
assisted-livin' community, tellin' anyone and everyone that I've lost my goddamn marbles.
And see, I ain't gonna argue with him about it 'cause if there's one thing
I know for sure it's that there ain't no use arguin' with a person when
they've got their minds made up about ya. It's just a straight waste of time
and the way I figure it, at eighty-nine years old, I ain't got much time left.
There ain't a day that goes by that I can't hear the ol' tick-tick, tick-tock of
my life passin' on by, and let me just tell ya, this here is one old man who's
gonna enjoy it right on down to the last ding-dong second, come hell or high
water or good-for-nothin' sons.
The real kick in the pants is this place seems as though they've just been
waitin' on me, an under-the-table, back-alley, wheelin' and dealin', anyminute-now kind of arrangement. Probably somethin' my backstabbin' son
cooked up with 'em over the phone. The paperwork's all filled out and ready
to go right there on the corner of the desk. I have a folder. My name's all
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over everythin' like I'm signin' my damn life away, which I figure is pretty
near accurate 'cause there are a few print-your-name-h eres and initial-heres
and then some right-this-ways, and the next thing I know my ungrateful son
is gone, probably slipped out the back door when no one was lookin', and
a young nurse named Veronica starts showin' me around my new home. I
mean, can you believe it? My own flesh and blood tradin' me in like some
kinda used car, a lemon he don't need no more.
And that's not even the worst of it. What happens next is Veronica
explains to me that I get my own digs in this joint, a small box of an apartment that I get to roam around in all day by myself-clothed, I presumethe only catch is that I gotta press a button, an actual goddamn button, every
mornin' by exactly 8:00 a.m. to let the front desk know I'm still alive, that I
ain't kicked the ol' bucket in the middle of the night. And I'm tellin' ya right
now, I ain't gonna do it. I ain't pressin' no lousy button, no way, no how, not
for no one, not even this cute little gal Veronica over here in the tight, tight
skirt, no matter how nicely she asks me in that sweet voice of hers.
And to think all this hassle 'cause I decide one night that maybe, just
maybe, bein' naked in a pool under the stars while the rest of the world's
asleep is exactly what I need in my life. Well, if that makes me crazy, so be
it. I must be a Looney Tunes old man then. Better to save me from myself
now, cut me off from the world, from my family, give me a goddamn button
to press, and call it a day. I won't fight ya. But I ain't gotta like it.
My neighbor here, Al, is a real horse's ass, but I like him. He's got what
I call a sandpaper personality-every thin' and everyone just seem to rub
him the wrong way. To make matters worse he's got a memory like a damn
fish. Half the time I don't think he even knows who the hell I am. And
whenever I try to ask him a question about his family, he just kinda grunts
and says, "You don't see anyone around, do you?" Needless to say no one
much bothers me when he's around, which I suppose is what I like most
about him: his ability to repel people.
Anyhow, I'm out on the lanai gettin' the chessboard all set up for us to
play when Al sticks his ugly mug right on up to the screen and says to me,
"These people have got nothing better to do than to throw me a party for
turning ninety-three, so get your ass out here and let's get on with it already.
I'll be damned if I'm gonna sit over there by myself."
I swear, every day you don't die around this joint is like a goddamn
party to these people. The whole lot of 'em always wavin' and whoopin'
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and hollerin' at ya like it's some kinda surprise to be seein' ya. You can't
turn a corner without some kinda celebration to be had or cake to be eaten.
The only one of 'em I can even bear to spend any time with is that sweet
little Veronica in the tight, tight skirt, and part of me knows that she's probably got a hand or two in throwin' this here party for Al. She really just can't
help herself. That girl's hell bent on makin' him like her, though I sure as hell
can't figure out why.
The main dinin' area is all done up in this obnoxious display of blue
crepe paper and balloons. There are some tables pushed together into three
long rows and covered with these paper tablecloths that have been taped
down along the edges. Only about a handful of people have even bothered
to show up and most of 'em appear to have been parked there against their
will or somethin' 'cause they keep tryin' to get up and someone keeps convincin' 'em to sit back on down. Al takes one look at it all and says, "Jesus
Christ, I've died and gone to Hell."
These two goons in white scurry up outta nowhere and shuffle Al on up
to the head of the table and I follow close behind. We're not even there a
minute when sweet little Veronica rolls on out this great big sheet cake like
she just can't wait any longer. Sure enough, Al refuses to blow out the candles, and I don't much blame him. Less than half his age is represented, but
the damn thing looks near on fire, all the wicks so close together it's creatin'
one big flame, the wax drippin' down so quick onto the icin' that you can't
even read the writin' on the cake.
Veronica ends up havin' to blow out all the candles herself and the poor
gal comes close to passin' out before she's even a quarter of the way
through, smoke spiralin' up all around her pretty little face. I don't know if
she blows 'em all out or if maybe some of 'em don't just go ahead and get
snuffed out in the frostin', but when she's done, I give her a little clap and a
whistle, which stirs the older woman in a red dress who's sittin' next to me,
tryin' real hard to get in a midday snooze in her wheelchair. She gives me a
dirty look before noddin' right back off.
Al gets the first piece of cake offered to him, but he waves his hand in
front of his face and sticks his nose up in the air at it. The slice is all lopsided, covered in wax and frostin', with these holes all over it from the candles. Veronica is grippin' onto the outer rim of the paper plate, her arm still
extended out like she don't quite know what to do with it now, so I take the
damn thing from her 'cause I just can't bear to have her hold it there any
longer lookin' all disappointed and sad.
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But sweet little Veronica, well, she just won't give up, see. She decides
next to tell Al that he looks rather handsome in his new tweed hat. Right
away I can tell that she shouldn't have said it, but there's not much I can do
about it 'cause Al doesn't even hesitate, firin' on back, "Thanks, dear, for
reminding me yet again that the reason I wear this stupid hat is because I'm
bald as a baby's rear end under here. Why don't you just kick me in the shin
next time? It'll be quicker." Then, he stands up and walks on outta his own
party. Like I said, he can be a real horse's ass most of the time.
Veronica spends the rest of the party sittin' in the corner, stabbin' at a
chunk of marble cake, probably wonderin' like the rest of us what the hell
she did to wind up here. And ain't none of us figured out the answer to that
one, so I just leave her be about it. She eventually gets up from her seat and
heads on over to me, offerin' to walk me back to my place. "Don't you gotta
get on home?" I ask, followin' her on outside.
"Actually, I think I'm going to hang around here a little longer," she
says, tuckin' a strand of blond hair behind her ears.
I shake my head. "You mean to tell me you're stickin' around here by
choice?"
"Yeah, I know, I know." She shrugs. "But I like to be close by, you know,
just in case."
"Just in case what, doll?" I ask her. "Not much activity around here."
She stops walkin' and turns, givin' me one of those sweet smiles of hers.
"\Vell, this is your stop, George," she says. "But I'll see you tomorrow. First
thing, right?"
"Sure thing, doll."
I pass on by Al's window and I can see him behind the curtains with a
silhouette of somebody, a lady maybe, and it makes me real happy to know
that even a horse's ass like Al has someone to sit with him for a while on
his birthday. It's all anyone really wants, ya know, no matter what they may
say to the contrary.
Since I don't press the goddamn button, Veronica starts makin' a habit of
checkin' in on me every mornin' to make sure I ain't dead. But today she's late,
and it's got me to worryin' that maybe she just plain forgot about me. I consider pressin' the button for a good long while, pacin' back and forth in front
of it. There are two buttons actually, side by side, the green one to let 'em know
I'm alive and the red one to alert 'em otherwise. They're located all over the
joint-kitchen, bathroom, bedroom, livin' room-all lit up like some kinda
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stop-and-go streetlight. There ain't nowhere I can go to escape 'em.
My finger is hoverin' right in front of the pair of 'em in the kitchen when
I finally hear a knock at the door. I peer through the blinds above the sink
to see Veronica with her back to me and head down. I knock on the pane
with my knuckle and yell through the window at her, "You're late."
She turns and leans real close to the glass, her face all red like she's been
cryin'. "Let me in, George. I have something to tell you."
I unlock the deadbolt real fast, or about as fast as I move anymore with
these here old legs of mine. "My good-for-nothin' son's OK, right?" I ask her.
"George." She steps forward. "Listen, I don't know how to tell you this."
She pulls a tissue outta her pocket, blowin' her nose. Then, she says, "Al
passed away last night in his sleep."
"That son of a bitch," I say, leanin' down and slappin' my leg. "Now I
ain't got no one to play chess with."
She sniffles. "Yeah, well, most of his things are probably just going to be
donated. Maybe set out on a table or something. He didn't have a lot, really.
But I don't know, I just thought since you guys were friends and all, maybe
you'd want to take a look before-"
"Before the vultures come out?" I grab my hat. "Thanks, doll. I'd like that."
We cross the walkway over to Al's side of the buildin' and Veronica
unlocks the door, walkin' on in and disappearin' into the bedroom. I stand
there in the doorway for a minute, peerin' around the corner. Al never did
invite me into his place while he was alive. Not once. And I've gotta say
there's somethin' that feels not quite right about goin' on into his place now
that he's no longer around, kinda like I'm trespassin'.
His place is the same as mine, only in reverse. There's nothin' on the
walls or the countertops. No knickknacks or photographs. And I don't
much know if he ever had any of that stuff lyin' around in the first place.
Part of me hopes that maybe it's already been boxed up and put someplace,
though I wouldn't be surprised if that wasn't the case. Al didn't strike me as
a sentimental kinda guy.
Veronica makes a couple trips back and forth from the bedroom to the
livin' room, neatly arrangin' his belongings in the center of the room. There
are some stacks of clothes, a heatin' pad, some blankets, and a few pairs of
old shoes. She's got it all organized. There is one box off to the side with the
word "save" written across the top and Veronica's name signed directly
below it.
It's amazin' how quickly it is that a place can seem like ain't no one ever
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lived in it before. I can't help but wonder how long until someone new
shows up and makes it like Al never existed here at all. The thought makes
me feel real sick to my stomach all of a sudden, so I take a seat on the couch,
waitin' for Veronica to finish up.
The air's already been shut off and I feel myself startin' to get rather hot,
sweat drippin' on down my forehead, so I reach forward to the coffee table
to grab what I think is a dishrag of some sort, only when I get real close on
up to it I realize it's actually a man's toupee. "Well, I'll be damned," I say,
pickin' the thing up and spinnin' it around on my index finger. He never wore
the damn thing, at least not while I was around. And just as I get to wonderin'
if maybe it was somethin' he only wore for his late-night visitor, the toupee
ends up twirlin' right off my fingertips. It hits the wall, slidin' on down. That's
when I see her. In the corner of the room, hidden behind some kinda large
potted plant and starin' at me plain as day is a woman mannequin. She's got
this wavy blonde hair, bright blue eyes, and she's wearing this pretty yellow
dress with these little white polka dots. Her chin is restin' in the palm of her
hand like she's workin' real hard to listen to someone or somethin'.
Now I sure don't know why Al would've had himself a woman mannequin, or where he would've found one in the first place, but I suppose he
must've had a damn good reason for needin' her. Veronica walks back into
the room, her cheeks still all pink. She stands with her hands on her hips
and asks me, "So, you see anything? You can have whatever you want,
George. Really."
Well, I don't miss a beat. "I want that," I say and point on over to the
mannequin in the corner. "And, what the hell, let's throw in this here toupee
while we're at it. No reason to let these things go to waste now."
After grabbin' the toupee off the ground and tuckin' it under my arm, I
walk on over to the woman mannequin, grabbin' her by the torso and
liftin'. "Help me out with this thing, doll. It's heavier than I expected."
After desertin' me the way he did, it takes my ungrateful son a good two
months to finally show his face again. The only problem is when you get to
be my age nobody feels even the slightest bit of obligation to knock anymore. He waltzes right in the front door like he owns the damn place only
to catch me sittin' on the couch in nothin' but a pair of drawers and some
black trouser socks. A few minutes later, he probably would've found me
stark ass naked, so if you ask me, I consider us all lucky.
He's got Veronica in tow, but I almost don't even see her standin' in the
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kitchen 'cause my son's got on this ridiculous eye patch like he's some kinda
damn pirate. I swear it's always one thing or another with this kid. Ever
since he was little he's always been runnin' into this or breakin' that. So
when I see him standin' there now and wearin' this goddamn eye patch, a
grown-ass adult, I can't even muster up the energy to ask him what happened this time. He doesn't give me a chance anyhow. He just jumps right
into it, callin' out, "Dad, what the hell are you doing in here?"
Now, sure, I know how it looks: I'm half-dressed with Al's woman mannequin on the couch next to me. I've got a fly swatter in one hand and a
water gun in the other, both of 'em cocked and ready to go. But I don't need
Cyclops over here stormin' in the joint and coppin' an attitude with me. I'm
still his father, after all.
"Well, if you wanna know, these damn people are tryin' to kill me," I
say, givin' my face a squirt with the water gun that I took earlier that
mornin' from this punk kid, someone's precious grandson no doubt, who
was usin' it to drown ants out on the front walk.
"No one's trying to kill you, Dad."
"Well, maybe, maybe not, but the air's been out for almost a week. They
keep tellin' me they're fixin' it, but in the meantime I'm practically roastin'
alive in here. The flies are all over me like some kinda road-kill feast."
"Dad, at least put on some pants."
I pull my black trouser socks higher up my calves, mostly for Veronica's
sake. "What are ya <loin' here anyway, Captain Hook? I don't remember
invitin' ya."
He sits in the chair across from me. "Well, for one, they tell me you
refuse to press the button."
"Is that it? The goddamn button?" I swat at a fly near the coffee table.
"Well, no, in fact, I don't press the button. But I have an arrangement with
Veronica over here and she's been takin' good care of me, so don't you
worry about it."
Veronica's standin' in the kitchen lookin' like she don't know whether
she should stay or go. She blushes a little when she catches me eyin' her and
then looks on down at her feet.
"And they tell me that on movie night last week you started to boo and
throw popcorn at the television set."
"What of it? It was a lousy movie. Veronica was there. She knows. And
I ain't got time to be wastin' on no lousy movie. They think they can just sit
us down in front of any old thing and we'll just accept it. Well not me."
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"And they also tell me that you don't leave your apartment anymore.
You just sit in here with a woman mannequin, which I can see for myself is
true. And when you do leave, you pull her around with you in a wagon."
"So? I ain't hurtin' anyone. Not botherin' anyone, either. This mannequin is better company than any of them. Aside from you, doll," I say,
givin' Veronica a wink. "Veronica over here is the one who found me the
wagon in the first place."
My son gives her some kinda look and says, "Is that so?"
Veronica tucks a strand of blond hair behind her ears. "I didn't want
George to hurt his back lifting the mannequin when I wasn't around. But-"
My son stands up, pacin'. "Is this about Mom? I know you miss her,
but-"
I swat at the arm of the couch cushion. "Got 'im," I say. I cup the dead fly
in my fist, still holdin' onto the water gun in my other hand, and walk into the
kitchen. "Veronica, please tell my pirate son that I'd like for him to leave now,"
I say, washin' the dead fly off my hand and watchin' it go down the drain.
"Dad, I'm sorry I brought you here, but I can't watch you all the time.
I have a life, too, and I can't be worrying about whether or not you're taking
your medicine or eating the right foods or skinny-dipping in the neighbor's
pool. This is a nice place. I need for this to work."
My good-for-nothin' son's been married and divorced two times now
already, so he don't know a whole lot about real love. Not like me and my
Marilyn. We was married sixty-five long years before she passed away in
her sleep just three short months ago. And my son ain't never had any kids
of his own, either. Said he never wanted any. So I don't suppose I can expect
him to know what it's like bein' a parent and all, worryin' every damn
second of every damn day about things you have absolutely no control over.
And even though I didn't do a great job protectin' him all the time, well, I
tried, and I loved him the best I could, which is more than I can say for my
son right about now, and it makes me damn sad to think about.
I turn to him, pointin' the water gun at that eye patch of his, and I tell
him, "Go on then. Scram. Get on back to your life and leave me be already."
Veronica steps in front of me and from the look on her face I know it
was her who called my son. But I suppose ain't no one ever does right by a
person all the time. "George, don't leave things like this," she says.
"Everyone leaves, doll. Just a matter of time. But I suspect you already
know that." I walk toward the bedroom. "Now go ahead and close the door
on your way out."
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After my good-for-nothin' son is gone, it doesn't take me long to realize
what I need to do is find myself a pool again and go on in for a quick dip. So
I load up the wagon with Al's woman mannequin and I head on out into the
night in nothin' more than my pajamas and some indoor-outdoor slippers.
The complex is one giant circle. I follow the sidewalk around the perimeter
and then cut across the parkin' lot toward the main office, which is at the
center of it all. I start feelin' all stealth-like cuttin' across the grass in the dark,
like maybe I'm back in the war or somethin'. I get movin' pretty good when I
spot Veronica's car, this old brown station wagon that's real hard to miss, still
parked out in the main lot, the only one left. As I get closer to it, I see a light
dartin' around on the inside, so I head on over and tap on the window.
"Someone in there?" I ask. And sure enough, sweet little Veronica pops her
head out from underneath a blanket in the back. She shines her flashlight right
in my eyes before openin' the trunk from the inside and climbin' out.
"Jesus, George, what are you doing out here this time of night?"
"I suppose I could ask you the same thing," I say and motion inside her
car. "You're goin' above and beyond the call of duty, ain't ya?"
"George, you don't look so good." She puts her hand straight on up to my
forehead, <loin' a real good job of avoidin' my question. She's not wearin' her
usual uniform and I gotta say I've never seen her dressed in anythin' except for
that tight, tight skirt of hers. Instead, she's got on these jeans with holes all over
the doggone place and this ratty red T-shirt with a smiley face on it that's far
too big on her. The outfit makes her look real young and all, like a kid maybe,
which I suppose, starin' at her now, is probably closer to the truth.
"Is everything OK?" she asks.
"I don't know, doll. I was in bed and it was gettin' a little hard to
breathe and-"
Then, like I pulled a goddamn fire alarm, she says to me, "I'll get help,"
and reaches back into the trunk for somethin' in a real panic.
"Damn it now don't go callin' no one else, ya hear me?" I take a step
closer, leanin' on in to whisper to her. "The thing of it is, see, maybe I could
use your help."
"What do you need?" she asks, placin' her hand on her chest, lookin'
real skeptical. "What can I do?"
"Well, doll, you don't happen to know of a pool around here, do ya?"
"A pool? George-" She looks me up and down, wrinklin' her brow.
"Well, there's one in the physical therapy building. But it's closed." She
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glances back and forth between me and Al's woman mannequin. "I help out
in there sometimes, though. I could get us in."
"Now you're talkin' ," I say. "After you, doll."
We walk arm in arm down the sidewalk with Veronica pullin' the
wagon behind us. The physical therapy buildin' is connected to the main
office, though I never been in it before. She punches in some numbers on a
keypad along the wall, which I figure is some kinda security alarm. As she
unlocks the door, I can't help but become more and more curious about her
situation there in the car, realizin' that there ain't a whole lot I know about
Veronica, except for the fact that she sure does take awful good care of me.
"Ya done this before?" I ask her.
She shrugs, standin' in the doorway. "You could say that."
"Isn't there someone at home worryin' about ya?" I ask her. "Your
folks, maybe. Or some young guy you've been seein' behind my back?"
"No, no. I'm on my own now," she says and motions over her shoulder.
"So what are you waiting for, George? Go on in." She points a finger at me.
"But the clothes stay on this time, OK?"
The pool ain't real big, not real deep either, and it has these metal support bars runnin' all along the outer edges, but I figure it'll do the trick.
There are these floor-to-ceilin' windows on all sides, allowin' in a good
amount of light from the few streetlamps borderin' the sidewalk, 'causin'
the water to have a real invitin' sparkle to it.
Veronica parks the wagon alongside the pool. Then, she kicks on off her
flip-flops, allowin' 'em to slide across the tile, and pulls her hair up into
some kinda loose bun on her head. "Well, if you're going in, George, I guess
that means I'm going in, too." She tucks her shirt into her jeans and walks
on over next to me, both of us standin' at the top of the stairs that lower on
into the water. "I'm ready when you are."
I slide my slippers off, dippin' a toe into the pool to check the temperature of the water, which is warmer than I expect. Then, I step in the rest of
the way, easin' myself rather slow on down the steps, along with Veronica,
who's still at my side, holdin' on real tight to my left arm.
"Doll, ya bring me back here every now and again and maybe I'll consider pressin' that button once in awhile," I say.
"George, you don't strike me as much of a rule follower. Don't go
starting now on my account."
"Well, then, how 'bout I leave ya her when I kick off," I say, motionin'
to Al's woman mannequin who appears to be watchin' us from the side of
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the pool, her head cocked at an odd angle.
"That's awful nice of you, George. But I don't really want her back."
"What do you mean back? She was Al's, wasn't she?"
"Yeah, but I gave it to him." She takes another small step forward, lookin'
on down at the water. "It's stupid, really. I saw that mannequin out back of a
store about to be thrown out, and I don't know, I thought maybe she kind of
looked like me a little. I had this crazy idea that if he was around her enough,
then maybe he'd start to remember me again. That he would remember I was
his daughter and all." She closes her eyes. "But like I said, it was a stupid idea."
We get to the center of the pool and stop, the water reachin' on up around
our shoulders. "Well, Al sure did somethin' right," I say. "You turned out OK."
She gives me one of her half smiles, the left corner risin' slightly higher
than the right, and then she asks me, "So why did you want me to bring you
here? What's with you sneaking into pools anyway?"
Now I sure don't know how to tell sweet, sweet Veronica that when ya
get to be my age, your body starts feelin' real heavy, see, causin' ya to
become all slow and tired and just plain worn the hell out, until one night,
ya wake up and realize that the only person in the world that can really
make ya feel better is gone, and suddenly this fear grips hold of ya, weavin'
its way around your body like vines, squeezin' tighter and tighter. And
you're lyin' there and it's like all at once you can feel the weight of every
bone, every organ, every inch of your skin, makin' it real hard to breathe.
Ya get to feelin' like you're trapped inside of your own body, which ain't a
real comfortable feelin' to have. So maybe ya do somethin' drastic that don't
make sense to no one, but ya do it anyway, and it starts to take away that
heaviness weighin' down on your heart. The only problem is at that same
moment ya know, deep down, it can't last, and all ya can do then is just wait
for that heaviness to return. And, eventually, it always, always does.
No, I don't suppose I can tell Veronica all that. So instead I just say, "Well,
doll, in here ya get to know what it feels like to be weightless for a while."
We both lean on backwards, allowin' the lower halves of our bodies to
float on up to the surface of the water, our arms still hooked. I swear then I
hear Veronica say to me in that sweet, sweet voice of hers, "I think I can feel
it, George. Can you feel it?" I close my eyes, the weight of my body growin'
lighter and lighter like some kinda magic, and it feels real good to be sharin' it
with someone. But it ain't long before Veronica starts driftin' on away from
me, and I let her go, see, 'cause sometimes, well, sometimes that's all ya can do.

Noelle Aleksandra

Hufnagel
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The Barbeque
Jon Gugala

I SAY, "WITH WHAT?" BECAUSE,
up until this point, we hadn't actually talked about what we'd catapult into
the pool.
It's Fourth of July weekend, and we're in my backyard, with my garage
at our backs, staring down Adeel's blue Slip 'N Slide that we'd just carried,
pinned between us, from his house down the street. At the end of the slide,
tucked under, is my son's launch ramp that I built for extreme sports and he
never used. Beyond that, my wife Sophie's pool. Sophie said she had to have
one to tan, so we bought one of those four-foot, above-ground types that
lower your property value. It's a gray pockmark in my pristine Kentucky
Bluegrass yard. To the right, my neighbors picnic at a couple of tables,
drinking and watching Adeel and me, and Sophie, sitting with them, rolls
her eyes, like she's thinking, Here's another dumb idea wicking down the
pike. The neighbors speculate with their beers and low voices at the success
of our mission.
Adeel had said, "Why don't we set up the Slip 'N Slide for the kids?"
and I'd said fine because they'd been racing around the backyard for the last
couple hours, and were bored and getting into trouble.

AD EEL SAYS, "ALL RIGHT. LET'S DO THIS," AND
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The beer in my hand has me waving and squinting and saying, "All it takes,
Adeel, is just enough. Just got to clear that lip," and he's nodding very sincerely,
saying, "Yes, that's it. That's exactly it," and his voice quivers with passion.
Adeel is Pakistani and works in the city at Blue Cross, in IT, doing something with computers that doesn't sound interesting. He's built like a lighterskinned Mike Tyson: squat and compact, fists naturally clenched, with
short, curly black hair that's falling out in the back of a perfectly cubed
head. He's a pacer, back and forth, back and forth, which makes my head
swim, combined with the beer, if I look directly at him. I bet his constant
movement comes from being in a cubicle all day. He's dressed in a lilac Vneck shirt his wife bought him and a pair of khakis.
"Let's do this, Thom," Adeel says to me.
"All right," I say.
Adeel looks around for something to wing down the Slip 'N Slide. I love
my lawn, so even with two kids, they know their toys aren't supposed to be
left out. There's nothing around to test out, and Adeel's looking panicky,
rubbing his palms together and now looking left and right very fast, and just
when I think he's going to say we should pull up some of the border stone
from the flower garden by the door, I say, "I think we got a turkey from last
year we never ate. It's still in the deep freeze in the garage"-the garage
behind us, the door at our backs, and my mouth's not even closed before
Adeel's through the door and rooting around, his upper half eaten by the big
white icebox. So I plod after him.
I asked Adeel one time, "Why are you always running around like a
crazy person?" and he said, "Thom. I'm a thirty-one-year-old married man
with three kids and another on the way. If I'm going to have fun, I've got to
have fun right now," and I'm sure he ran off to do that fun.
There's Reynolds-Wrapped fillets all over the garage floor as Adeel
flings frozen food behind him, spelunking for turkey, and I scoop as much
as I can back into the icebox so I can chase him back out of the garage and
witness the turkey launch.
(In early spring I'd taken Sophie's dad up to Alaska for Male Bonding,
and we'd caught salmon, but no affection, and now my Male Banding's
spread out on the floor, and-guess what?-one of the fillets skitters under
my workbench, and the fishy scent bleeds into the walls of my garage, and
even after weeks of airing it out, Sophie and I take to parking our cars on
the street. This seems strangely symbolic.)
In the backyard, Adeel and I evaluate the situation, my hands on the
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waistline of my Dockers, my peach polo moistening with sweat under the
armpits, and I sway slightly. Up to this point it's just been a fantastical idea.
Now it's here. This is now. Adeel and I stare at it, and Pete and this other
guy-maybe his name's Jim or John, something with a J-on the picnic
tables, beers in hand. Well, Pete's explaining it to Jim or John, making a
swooping motion with all his fingers together, simulating the ramp, and
Jim/John says, "Bullshit!" laughing, then looks to his feet, to his two-yearold son, and says, "Daddy's sorry. Daddy doesn't mean to use bad words."
These are our lives. We don't mean to use bad words in front of our kids.
Adeel bowls a perfect strike slicking down the slide-he must be on a
league-and the turkey floats, floats over the front lip of the pool, over the
blue razor-tinkling water, over the back lip, and it thumps loudly behind
into my chain-link fence. It sounds like a tree stump hitting the fence. Over
on the picnic tables-since the girls don't know I'm going to launch my
daughter Becky because I don't yet know I'm going to launch her-laughter
explodes, beers are raised. Adeel's already behind the pool, retrieving the
turkey carcass and swinging it, as he walks back, like it's a decapitated head,
a war trophy.
"See? First one's out of the way. Too much on it," he says, and his brown
forehead wrinkles and physics equations whir in his head. He bites his lip.
The second attempt is a success. He bowls the turkey, shoonk, whisking
down the runway, and it kicks up from the launch ramp; a plume of water
shoots up from the pool. There are cheers, there are Fil drink to thats.
I bowl. Some of the guys bowl. Kids cheer. It's fun. "No, we're fine," the
girls say, legs crossed at the picnic tables, which is fine. The kids try, but
Tim, my oldest and the oldest of all the neighborhood kids, isn't strong
enough to get it up into the pool. It hits the side with a solid thud, and
Sophie, at the picnic table, shakes her head.
"It's fine," I say. "It's not going to break."
Sophie and the rest chat and snack. The other guys wander back. Adeel
and I are forgotten.
My daughter Becky's bent over the turkey, wearing one of my old
Superbowl shirts that fits her like a nightgown, hoisting the frozen thing
between her legs and holding it like a bucket by those spindly little arms,
and she's standing on the Slip 'N Slide's end, and Adeel says to me, "You
know what we should do? We should see if we could get one of the kids in."
Just like that. It floats in the air and lazes atop my beer buzz as I stare
at Becky-who is holding that heavy-ass turkey, weighing nearly half her
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weight-befor e the words seep into my consciousness and I say, "Huh." Just
that. Then, "Maybe we should." Yeah.
"Becky," I say, and I squat on my heels to eye level with her. Her eyes are
wide, white, chocolate brown, and the turkey droops between her dirty bare
feet, and maybe it's the beer, but I love her so much, and I say, "Becky, do you
want to fly?" Because I love her so much, and she loves when I throw her up
in the air and catch her, squealing and saying, "Again! Again!" and I love this
about her, too. She's missing a front tooth as she smiles, a wide smile because
she's got Sophie's wide mouth, and she throws her arms around my neck, dropping the turkey, and says, breathy and in my ear, "Oh, Daddy, yes!" and I hug
her thin, sharp shoulder blades and love her very much and say, "I love you so
much!" and I think, I was that age once, but when? It feels like a long time ago.
Now I'm dangling my five-year-old daughter, Becky, by the hem and
neck of my old, white Superbowl shirt in my backyard, like our evening
Superman rides to bed, ready to, with a running start, launch her via the Slip
'N Slide launch ramp into my wife's pool. I line it up like a rifle shot,
pinching an eye shut, and Adeel's blue plastic slide glistens over my backyard, swooping up at the end from my son's launch ramp.
I see it: Becky, at high, slick speed, will clear the lip of the pool and land,
with a splash, safely inside-as long as she slides fast enough, but not too
fast. Fast, but not too fast.
You know what? The picnic tables perk up. I'd say, from a political point
of view on the daughter-launch question, the picnic tables are equally split.
There are, of course, the women. Their legs are bare and their spaghettistrapped tops are strappy, and their manicured fingernails cover their open
mouths as they're watching me getting ready to do this, all, "Oh my Gawd,
what kind of father is this?" and Sophie, who's definitely in their camp, is
walking over, saying, "Honey? Honey. Put Becky down, OK? 'K? Becky, you
want to be put down, don't you?"
"Honey? Honey," I say, "I've got to do this. Everything's going to be fine.
And call me Caboose," I say, and she gives me a strange look because she hasn't
heard me called that since college. I think she understands. Maybe.
And Becky says, "I wanna fly! Let's go, Daddy!" jiggling in the shirt, and
as I'm looking down at her, at those spindly little arms waving and her curly
brown hair, and the light scar on her arm when she fell down the stairs a
year ago, as she's got her arms extended in her airplane mode, I think,
Damn, I love this little girl. I do. And I wouldn't do anything to hurt her, no
matter how many beers I've got in me.
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Becky gets her hair from me, brown and thick with lazy curls. I used to
have a whole crop of it, a big, brown, paintbrush, when I was in college,
that waved when I turned my head like when everyone at a big concert
throws their hands in the air like they just don't care. But now I'm an insurance underwriter, and my hair's short, with the curl cut out, and nobody's
called me Caboose since senior year, because none of my neighbors knew
me in college. We all sort of ended up together, in the suburbs of Detroit,
buying adjoining red-brick ranches, gutting and installing and remodeling
on our weekends, and are now friends by default and by convenience.
Adee! says, "Thom. Let's do this," and I want to say, "Call me Caboose,"
but I don't, because I don't think he'd understand.
As I'm hanging Becky by the shirt-my forearms are starting to burn-I
know I'm going to get hell for it from Sophie, because some of the wives are
turning their heads, swishing their highlighted hair, and expanding it, saying,
"What kind of people are these?" not just father, and not asking a question,
but making a statement with an implied answer. And Sophie's saying "For
God's sake, Thom, look, she's choking!" and sure enough, gravity and the
collar of my shirt are making Becky cough, and her cheeks are red, and if I'm
ever going to do this, there is no more thinking; there is only doing. Sophie's
cheeks are flushed, too, like she's embarrassed- because she must be embarrassed, but I've got momentum now. She is staring at me hard. Very hard. She
will stare me down, she thinks, but she does not know that I need this, if I
ever needed anything. I don't ask for much.
But I'm not paying attention to all that. I'm focused on the blue tarp, on
the million diamonds that glitter on it, on the swish, swish of the sprinkler
that lays more diamonds down with each pass.
Adeel's saying, "Yeah, yeah, yeah. Yes, it's go time," getting really
somber, his fists clenching and unclenching, and pacing along the tarp,
ignoring the water soaking his leather shoes and the ankles of his khakis.
I run on my approach, to slide Becky down the tarp and into the pool,
and after I release her, that slick speed spits diamonds from the sides of the
Slip 'N Slide and the sun's glaring at my neck, and Sophie's not glaring, but
surprised-Ho w could he do something like that?-standin g with her arms
straight out, like she could pull Becky back, but Becky's off, away, and the
rest of the picnic tables are standing, and I think, Man, where did college
go? Will it come back?
With a sudden lurch, Becky's flung up by the launch ramp, and Adeel's
like, "Yeah!" and Becky, for a moment, reminds me of our family trip to Sea
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World last year, how the dolphins flashed gracefully nose up, then turned in
midair and dropped nose first; Becky hits her apex and freezes-she's pulled
her arms in-and the white shirt clings to her, and then, like a glass shattered, she breaks the moment and noses into the pool.
Splash. Perfect.
"My Gawd," someone says.
"I've never been so scared. I mean ..." someone else says.
"Up top, baby," Adeel says, and not looking, we smack an awkward
high-five where I only get about half his hand, and I turn back to the pool.
Becky's draped her arms over the side and smiles and smears the hair out of
her eyes and across her forehead, and half the kids in the backyard charge
the end of the Slip 'N Slide, yanking on my Dockers, saying, "Me next, me
next," and someone slightly head-butts me in the nuts, and I say, "Woof,"
and sort of hunch over.
"Becky! Becky, you come here right now," Sophie says, running to the
pool with a towel spread between her arms, and she gobbles Becky as she's
halfway down the ladder. "Oh, baby. Oh, baby," she says, rocking her back
and forth and kissing her wet hair.
"That's what I'm talking about," Adeel says, and says it again. Then,
"Hassan, come here. Hassan! Put the mustard down," he says, and goes
chasing his son as he races around the pool with a cackle and a yellow
bottle, squirting it at another kid. "Hassan!"
Sophie tramps up to me, Becky perched on her hip. "Have you lost your
mind?" she says with a hiss. "Daddy!" Becky says, and I take her, and
Sophie's searing eyes cut into my buzz, but not enough, so I hug Becky, and
her little arms wrap around my neck and cool the sun on it, and I whisper
in her ear, "Don't grow up," and she says, "But there'll be no more birthdays, Daddy," and I say, "You might not miss them," and I stroke her hair,
wet and long, like mine used to be.
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Rum and Run
Cyn Vargas

"GIVE ME RUM! GIVE ME RUM!" THIS TERRIBLY MAMMOTH PROSTITUTE CHANTED
as she bounced off the balls of her feet that were crammed into a dwarf pair
of black high heels. Her feet, encrusted with dirt and chafing skin, seemed
to be swallowing the poor, cheap shoes. The cashier ignored her as he sluggishly turned around and handed the customer that was before her a pack
of Marlboro Lights.
She kept bobbing there, in front of the counter, her billboard ass playing
a disturbing game of peekaboo with the rest of us who were in line. Her
rolls had rolls and they all sucked the dress into their sweaty crevices.
"Give me rum!" she repeated and laughed as though she thought it was
cute. A homeless man stopped on the sidewalk in front of the open door and
peeked inside the liquor store eyeing her.
"Oh no, honey. You keep walking. You can't afford me," she cackled
and turned to us in line. I was the only other woman in the store, and she
smiled at all the guys, winking at them, one of her false eyelashes coming off

at the corner, and it seemed to want to crawl away and escape her face.
When she saw me, she sneered at me with tanned teeth the color of old
underwear.
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"And what you lookin' at?"
Oh, my God. Seriously? I wondered why I was about to get into an argument with a two-hundred- pound hooker whose armpit hair was longer than
the hair on her head. The gangbangers and the blue-collar workers dressed
in greasy blue or gray uniforms looked at me. I didn't even know why I was
there. If Mia had purchased the liquor like she said she was going to do, I
wouldn't have had to pull over in a shady neighborhood to get some.
"Hey, bitch." She spoke to me again and snapped her head so fast that
I saw whatever she put in her hair come off the burnt ends and sputter into
the air. I decided to ignore her. Think of how later I would laugh about this
as Mia and I sat with Matt and Nick, drinking, eating pizza, and watching
some horror movie that would make me oh-so-scared that Matt had no
choice but to hold me. Maybe he would finally make a move.
I must have been staring off at the expired potato chips in the rack next
to me because when I looked up, there she was. Right in front of me.
"You need to stop looking at me. I know you're jealous." Her stench
was one of Spam and cheap perfume. I heard a couple of the gangbangers
chuckle, there in their wifebeaters and low-ass jeans that shook so hard I
thought some of them were going to lose their pants. The enormous, fake
silver-plated chains that hung around their necks sprung off their chests. The
liquor store was silent. Even the two cashiers behind the counter who
looked like brothers with different colored striped shirts stopped whatever
it was they were doing and looked at us. I could see out the front door that
was propped open. The humid summer night crept into the store. There was
my car with Mia in the passenger seat, applying her damn lipstick-again .
The light from the visor mirror lighted her face.
"If you look at me again, you stupid bitch, I am going to fuck you
up," she threatened, holding a liter of Coke, her monster, endless plastic
nails painted purple with fake rhinestones on them spelling out a letter on
each one. The one that was wrapped around the neck of the liter spelled
out B-1-T-C-H.
Was she really worth it? I hadn't gotten into a fistfight since eighth grade
when I was jumped by a group of butch-ass girls who stole my New Kids
On The Block button. Needless to say, I lost that fight.
"You need to relax," I said, looking right into her cloudy colored contacts that matched her nails. I could feel the men around us, heard the
creaking of their cocks as they got hard. They wanted to see a cat fight. I am
sure at least one of them wished the store sold pillows.
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"Damn, mami. She told you to relax," another guy taunted, then actually opened the bag of stale chips that he was holding. He leaned back on
one of the nearby racks and started to eat them one by one, the crunch
echoing in my ears.
"You telling me, bitch, to relax? You need to be the one to shut those
eyes and stop hatin' on my fine-ness."
I giggled. She actually thought the stubble on her chin that matched the
stubble on her legs was one of "fine-ness."
"Seriously, you need to get your rum and leave," I said firmly, although
I was a tad nervous because if it did come to blows and she got me on the
ground she could sit on me and that would be the end of it, or I could swing
at her and my fist would get sandwiched in between her rolls and my wrist
would crack and ...
I felt the spit pass me, just missing my face. 0000000 the men all sang
and I heard one of the cashiers on the phone saying something about a fight
to whomever he was speaking with.
"What the fuck?" I found myself saying. My free hand clenched into a
fist and I could feel my nails inching their way into my palm. I looked outside again and saw Mia applying her eye shadow. I was so going to bitch
her out when this was over.
My stomach hardened, I bit my lower lip, and I continued to hold the
bottle of Grey Goose vodka tightly in my other hand. I was the same height
as her, but only as big as one of her thighs. The scars around her mouth and
a thick one near the side of her neck told me she had gotten into plenty of
rumbles before. I saw all her knockoff gold rings that had awfully pointy
and sharp corners. Man, why didn't I bring my Mace?
I could feel the men breathing on us. We were stuck in a silo of sweat
and oooos and ahhhs and what smelled of weed.
"She's going to kick your ass, flaca," one of the guys said to me. I turned
to him, extended my arm and lifted my pointer finger off the neck of the
bottle, pointed at him, and said, "Shut the fuck up." I could feel the bottle
slip a little under my sweaty palms.
His tattoos all stood on alert. The faded blue ink that probably came
from a Bic pen waved in the Virgen de Guadalupe that was etched on one
arm right under the 187 that was inked on top. He stepped forward and
looked at the hooker. "Kick her ass, mami."
I looked back at her. The door was several feet behind her and my car
several feet from that.
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"You are fucking dead," she said, and I saw her fist coming toward my
face. I wanted to lift my arm to block the blow or at least crouch down, but
instead my other hand decided to smash the bottle into her face at full force.
It broke on contact, glass splintered everywhere, and sprinkles of blood
began to squirt from her face. She dropped the liter of Coke and it fell hard,
the top popping off and the liter spinning in circles as soda exploded out of
it, showering the floor and the men's feet. She screamed and brought her
hands up to her face. Blood seeped in between her fingers and down her
hands. All the men backed up and now both cashiers were on the phone.
"Bitch ... bitch ... bitch ... ," she mumbled and one of her teeth fell onto
the floor. Vodka seeped into my gym shoes, and my feet began to feel hot as
they marinated in it. The bass blasting from some passing cars vibrated
throughout my body, and I felt the need to run. I looked at the hooker who
had plopped down on the ground, her fat legs sprawled out like Slinkies,
blood covering them and puddling around her. None of the men offered to
help her; instead they all stared at me, all their faces blurring into one.
"Bad-ass bitch, mami," one said as he cocked his cap to one side and
smiled at me. His phony gold tooth dull and stained with his lunch.
My feet began to tingle as I heard the sirens. I decided to make a run for
the door.
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Then There Were Three
Gina DiPonio

WHO KNEW THAT A THREE-ACRE PROPERTY WITH A STREAM IN THE BACK AND A

spacious two-story home with a slate fireplace and all could squinch up into
hardly an inch of space and be sucked up and back into the galaxy as if it
never existed in the first place? The climbing tree in front of the house folds
and twists until it's a speck of flashing phosphorescence like the inside of a
firefly. The tulips along the driveway splinter into butterfly wings and
retreat in a fury of flutters. Whoowit! All of it sucked away.
"Don't worry," Maria says as we sit on the floor in her empty room. Axl
Rose, Sebastian Bach, and Bret Michaels have been peeled off her wall, and
all that's left are chinks in the paint where the tape wouldn't come off.
Beside the door, where her bed had been, are two suitcases, the last of her
stuff. I am cross-legged not a foot in front of her, sitting closer than she likes,
but for me, I am never too close to her. I would sit on her lap if she wouldn't
punch me for it.
She shakes her mousy, gelled-up brown mop. "Mom would never leave
me," she says. "You'll see. Mom won't be able to do it."
For once, maybe the only time in our entire lives, I am the pessimist. My
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bed has been sold. My school friends have all said good-bye. The car is being
packed as we speak.
"What do you mean?" I say. "Everything is gone. The house is sold.
Nikki," I sniffle, a sure sign that I'm about to break into tears and completely lose it, "Nikki is gone."
"It doesn't matter," Maria snickers, shaking her head with conviction.
"Mom won't leave me. She can't."
Ethan yells from the hallway, "Come on, Gina. I need some help." Then
I hear him walk outside and the front screen door smack closed behind him.
"What an asshole," Maria spits out. "She can't pick him over me. No
fucking way."
I lean forward and put my hand on Maria's knee, but what I really want
is for her to pull me to her, to squeeze me so tight that I won't be able to
dislodge myself. She might not believe it, but I know I'm leaving. My backpack is in the backseat already. Mom, Ethan, and I have a date with a
London-bound plane. I've got my boots on and I've said good-bye to almost
everything I know and love in Detroit, except her.
"Maria," I say, looking into her eyes that are the same hazel color as
mine, orange and streaked like a lion's tail, and I am sniffling as the words
come out like sobs. "I don't want to go. I want to stay with you."
Her eyes mirror mine. They are wet, too, but Maria doesn't cry. She is
fierce-willed. "Don't worry," she says, grabbing both my shoulders in her
hands with enough force to jolt me. "It's not gonna happen."
"Come on!" Ethan yells as the screen door slams again.
I get up and run out of Maria's room. Every room I walk out of, I think,
Last time. Last time to leave Maria's room. Last time to run down this
hallway. Last time to see the midday light beam rainbows through the
crystal in the window.
It's a warm day in January, warm enough that the snow on the deck has
melted and the rust-colored planks bake in the sun. The driveway is dry and
shiny black, but piles of snow hide in pockets of shade beneath the pine trees
and beside the oak trunks. The sky is too blue, too much like summer with all
its promise and possibility. It's the wrong sky. Mom and Ethan's gray sedan is
parked at the edge of the deck stairs. I walk across the deck, down three steps,
and onto the driveway where Ethan stands beside the open trunk.
He is curved like a question mark, with his knees bent and his shoulders
rounded to look deep into the trunk.
"This one won't fit," he says, tapping the hard black top of the suitcase
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like a bongo. "It's hitting something in there."
"Duh!We're not supposed to go," I want to say. "The bag knows. Maria
knows. Everyone knows but you and Mom." I look over my shoulder at the
house. Soon it will be the last time I see it from the driveway, the last time
I look at the slanted planks of the deck and the sun bouncing off the glass
dining-room door. Last time I look at the black shingled roof where those
raccoons teased Nikki until the day when she wasn't on her leash and she
waited for them to come down and then got them.
"Oh," I say. Not "Let me help" or anything useful. Just "Oh."
"Well, come on," he says. He stands up straight and waves his hand
toward the trunk. He looks sharp in a dark amber sweater and dress slacks,
with his beard trimmed close. He's got the look of a man on the edge of destiny who's not afraid of anything, not even that dragon who's about to sneeze
fire. "See if you can squeeze your hand in there and move something."
I sit on the trunk lip and lean in as my hand meanders behind the suitcase. The
edge of the case is caught on the trunk hinge. Angled just a little more to the left,
it should slide right in. I pull it an inch in my direction and the bag slides easily.
"Thank you, dear," Ethan says, and he shoves the case in where he
wants it while I hop down. "We're almost ready!"
As Ethan and I are carrying the last of the suitcases to our car, Dad's
black Thunderbird pulls into the driveway. Ethan walks in front and doesn't
nod or wave to Grandma and Dad as they park several yards behind the
sedan. Dad kills the engine and I hear the rubber pop of the doors opening.
Dad is swagger embodied, wearing jeans and a black leather jacket with a
blue cotton collar framing his neck, standing in the open door of his shiny
new car. Grandma steps into the sunshine, her red winter coat wrapped
snug around her belly and her red lipstick bright as ever.
I try to smile at them, but my head sinks. Maria is wrong. This is really
happening. I don't know what to say or do. My stomach clenches. I don't
want it to, but my body still obeys orders, carrying the bag to the trunk,
lifting it up and in. I don't want them to see me doing what Ethan says. I
don't want Ethan to see how happy I am to see them.
Dad and Grandma walk to the front of Dad's car but no farther, like
there's an invisible line that they are not supposed or willing to cross. Dad's
car is their island and they're staying on it.
"Hello, David and Mary," Ethan says, perfunctory and cheerless, as he
walks quickly back into the house, looking at them just long enough to see
them nod in response.
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Once I've punched the bag into an empty corner of the trunk, I run
across the dividing line of Grandma and Dad's zone and into their arms like
they are a pillow I could fall into and sleep on. The leather and wool of their
coats wrap around me as I squeeze both of their torsos, pulling them in with
both arms and burying my face between them.
"Oh, baby," Dad says, patting my hair. I can feel his breath in his chest,
how it sputters, and I look up to see him crying for the first time in my life.
Grandma pulls my face in next to hers and presses her cheek to mine. I can
smell her flowery, dime-store perfume and face powder. Her strong, petite arms
cinch around my shoulders. "Damn it all," she says. "Damn it. Damn it!"
"I don't want to go," I cry. "I want to stay here." I relax against
Grandma's shoulder as my body heaves from sobs.
I hear the screen door slam, and there is Ethan watching us from the
deck. "Maria," he hollers toward the house. "David is here."
The door springs open in no time and Maria is running out past Ethan
without looking at him. She leaps down the stairs right into Grandma's
open arms.
"Hi, little girl," Grandma says, smiling at her.
Beside Grandma and Dad, Maria is fortified. Her strength is tripled. She
stands loose between them, one arm around each. And it occurs to me that
Maria is being saved. She's survived Ann Rose Court. She's survived Ethan.
And, somehow, she believes that Mom is about to snap out of it and not go
to England, that things are finally falling into line.
"It's time," Ethan yells from the hallway through the screen door.
"Sally," I hear him scream. "Come on! We're going."
I am standing on my driveway with the people that I love most in the
world all within earshot and yet I feel the whoowit, the galaxy pulling everything up and back, that Maria doesn't foresee. The house is about to fold up
origami style and flap off into space, and I will fly off too.
"I want to look around one more time," I say, and Dad pats me on the
back, nodding.
I sprint around the side of the house hyperaware of the minutes closing
in, that last minute here calling us all away. I stop at the pine tree whose
boughs I'd made into my own little house that I swept each day, clearing
away the needles, and where I nailed pictures to the trunk. I pop my head
in and lay my hand on the bark. Remember this, I tell myself. Remember the
sap and the pine smell. Remember the grooves that my fingers followed up
and down the trunk all these years.
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That last minute presses against me and I run along the side of the
house, past my window and Mom's window, out back toward the stream.
But there's not time. I can feel that there's not time to run all the way to the
water or past it to Grandma and Grandpa Stein's house like I could even
yesterday, so I stop there.
I take in our house from the back, seeing full into the walk-out basement, seeing Maria and me wrestling on the floor a million times, then me
flying above her with her feet holding me up at my belly. Last airplane. Last
time seeing the basement.
I look up at the window to the living room, the library, Mom's room. I
see the house as a whole, the wide rectangle of it rising tall above me, the
gray brick and white shutters.
Then Mom's face appears in her window. It is the done-up face, the dark
red lipstick so feminine, the waves of her hair beautiful in their S shapes.
Then her hands clasp together and she leans her head down with her eyes
closed. I watch for a few seconds wondering at her prayer, wondering what
she could possibly be hoping for. For help? That Maria will change her
mind? Is she praying that someone else can make these choices instead of
her? Praying for forgiveness?
I turn around and survey the yard. Last time. Then I am running,
because that minute will wait. The slope of the backyard is hard with last
year's grass pressed down where snow had been as I race to the stream, letting the decline speed me up, the fragrant pine-hued air whipping into a
wind around me, tousling my hair.
It feels so good to move, to let my legs stretch as far as they can, let my
arms pump. I feel strong and young and free. I brake fast into the woods
and slow down at the edge of the stream. It's low, with just a trickle flowing
over the rocks and dirt. One hop across and I could run the five minutes to
the Steins. Or I could sit here and wait for someone to come find me. I take
in the shape of the stream, the way it curves around the oak root and
swivels around the boulder. My stream. Last time.
I run back up the yard, but I lose strength fast. I am huffing. My
stomach twists. All the windows of the house are bare. Mom is gone. The
basement is empty. The blinds and curtains have come down. This is how a
house says farewell.
I walk around the other side of the house, by the door to the library,
past the basketball hoop over the garage, past the line of blue spruces that
separates our yard from the cranky neighbor lady.
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As I round the corner to the front of the house, I see Mom standing
beside our car and Ethan walking across the deck. Dad and Grandma
haven't moved from their spots in front of Dad's car, and Maria sits on
Dad's hood between them.
I run past Mom, up the stairs and into the house. Last time going in. I
run through the house grasping at it all with my eyes, trying to take it with
me. Everything I see infuriates me because it is staying behind and I am not.
The stone tiles in the entryway feel mean that way. My pink bedroom carpet
and the windows that framed my world every morning and evening don't
seem to care at all. They are as intact as ever. Our pink bathroom is mute.
The kitchen counter is smug. None of it is mine anymore.
Then it's the last time I walk through our door, my last footprints on the
deck, my last hop down to the driveway, and that last minute is here.
"We've got to move," says Ethan, swinging the driver's door wide.
"Come on, Gina."
Mom walks across to that line between the two families, ten steps from
where Maria is.
"Give me a hug, Maria."
Just about now, maybe Maria starts to get it. This is real. But maybe not,
because she walks toward Mom, hugs her, and lets Mom's arms enfold her
for a few seconds. But then she pulls back to look Mom in the face.
"If you leave me," Maria says, "I will never forgive you."
Mom's eyes close and she takes a slow breath. "I'm not leaving you," she
sighs. "You're the one who won't come with me. I would never choose to be
without you."
Maria backs up, like she's been pushed, and shouts, "You are leaving
me. You are! And I will never forgive you. I mean it."
I stand on the dividing line, wanting to wrap around the two of them
like a blanket and bind us three together, maybe with a steel, ten-pound
chain and lock.
"Maria," Mom sighs, exhausted. "You're making the choice." Mom's
face tightens with hurt like a child's. "You're leaving me."
Maria backs up until she stands between Grandma and Dad. "I will
never forgive you!" she yells. "Never!"
"Come on, Sally," Ethan yells across the top of his car.
Mom stares at Maria, but Maria turns her head to face the house. "I
love you," Mom says. "You know how much I love you."
Maria shakes her head, still looking away, not watching as Mom finally
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turns around and heads for the sedan. "Get in the car," Mom says to me,
which she does without looking back.
So then it's me, standing on the division, last time as part of what has
been our life on Ann Rose Court.
I run to Grandma, Dad, and Maria. Everything about them is Detroit
and familiarity and love. Wrapped in their arms, squeezing into them, I feel
both the soft comfort of our shared lives and the sharp edge of this last
moment cutting us apart, cutting me from them.
"Gina!" Ethan yells from inside the car. "Now!"
"You'll be OK," Dad says. "You'll be back soon to see us. Don't worry, baby."
Dad pulls out his wad of hundreds and slides two crisp bills off the pile
and into my hand. "If you need anything," he says, pulling me to his chest
one more time, "you let me know."
I nod, full-on bawling, wiping the money against my cheek to soak up
the tears and shoving it in my jeans pocket.
"I don't want to go," I cry, each of their faces just inches from mine, like
they three make a cave of safety around me.
Maria starts to cry, too. "I can't believe it," she says, and I can see in her
eyes that she knows now that Mom isn't coming back for her. "This can't
happen."
I hug her hard, the final seconds scraping at me.
"Now!" yells Ethan, livid. "Right now!"
Grandma kisses me on the cheek, and I turn away from them and run
to the car. Last time my feet are on the driveway. I fall into the backseat and
close the door.
"Get your seat belt on," Ethan says, calmer now, but I don't listen.
I kneel on the backseat to watch Maria, Grandma, and Dad through the
back window. The car jolts ahead, smacking my stomach against the seat. I
hold on to the seat back and wail, "I don't want to go!" I am shaking my
head, snot and tears flowing, a royal fucking mess, as Maria, Dad, and
Grandma huddle close together, linked by arms around each other's waists
and shoulders, like a solid barricade against the world.
"Turn around," Mom says. "Buckle up."
The driveway curves and the amputation is complete. I do not turn
around. There goes the climbing tree. There goes Ann Rose Court. I watch
as-Whoowit!-all of it is sucked back and away into some great beyond,
some great no place, like an image on a TV that shrinks on all four sides at
the same time, then disappears. It's gone.

92

Hair Trigger 33

The Dance on Lombard Street
Ilana Shabanov

I HAD NEVER REALLY BEEN MUCH OF A LIAR-A REALLY POOR ONE IN FACT-BUT
when we moved into the house on Lombard Street, I became a master at it out
of necessity. For the sake of trying to make my teenage years less awkward
than was inevitable, I had devised an intricate back story as to why we-my
mother, Loretta, and I-were all living in that big house together. After
assessing what suspicions my friends may have had, I decided on the kind of
story I thought they would buy and committed it to memory. Here is what my
toiling amounted to: Loretta and my mother were very good friends and work
colleagues who found that, as two single women, sharing a home was much
more affordable. And it was because my mother paid more of the mortgage, I
suggested, that she ended up in the master bedroom with two conspicuously
cluttered nightstands, and Loretta slept on a pullout couch in the "office" that
was wedged into a dark corner next to the back staircase. This scenario lent
me a false sense of normalcy in which to maneuver through the world. Never
mind that it was utterly ridiculous and rife with desperation, or that it sounded
more bizarre than the truth: I was determined to stick with it. In my mind, I
had created an alternate reality in which everything in my life was temporary,
that we were all just going through a phase.
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It was nearing winter when the second wave of formal dances hit our high
school. I was fourteen. Dances had a knack for creeping up on you and pummeling your self-confidence, just in time for the holidays. It was the late
eighties, and tradition still seemed to dictate that girls waited for some willing
boy to ask them to go. Essentially, it was the theory of survival of the fittest
put into play-the social equivalent to being the last one picked to play dodgeball. I spent an inordinate amount of time sitting against the wall. However,
this dance was our chance to break out of tradition and be progressive. It was
the turn-around dance, or as our high school called it, "The King Of Hearts."
(Turning the tables on fate doesn't necessarily make it kinder.)
All of my friends seemed to be landing dates, and there I was, feigning
enthusiasm, while on the inside all I wanted was to be trying on dresses with
asymmetrical waists and tiered taffeta skirts. I wanted to buy a pair of the
ubiquitous dyeable shoes to match my mall-bought finery. And really, I just
wanted a date who wasn't a complete social retard. In the end, I scored one
out of three.
Part of the disadvantage of living in a suburb that occupied only four
square miles was that if you weren't a deaf-mute agoraphobic, people
would find out about your business. Unfortunately, my mother and Loretta
were none of the above, and my solitary status was unveiled during a staff
meeting at their work. The director of the child-care organization that both
my mother and Loretta worked for happened to be in possession of a very
large mouth, and a son whom no one would date. It was a lethal combination and, once put on the table amongst piles of child welfare cases, it
opened a hell mouth of unwarranted negotiations. I was pimped out over
coffee and morning pastries.
Loretta broached the topic of my social demise over dinner one night in
our kitchen. As we sat clanking our forks against our plates, I noticed her
blue eyes flash at me over the tops of her glasses. We had made undeniable
eye contact.
"What about Phillip Baker, Lydia's son? He's in your grade, and he's a
nice kid." She had turned in her seat to face me, her body language suggesting full engagement.
"What about him? He's nice because he has no other choice. What other
options do you have when you are chubby and have acne?" I sat in my seat
and shuddered, my fork poised over a plate of vegetable lasagna.
"You don't have to be mean about it. Everyone goes through an awkward stage. I think he's actually a nice-looking guy." Loretta was going for
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the hard sell, while my mother sat next to me avoiding eye contact by
staring at the dream catcher hanging in our kitchen window.
"I don't think your opinion is exactly valid here. You like girls, Loretta."
I smiled knowingly, my eyebrows emphasizing my point.
"Ha, ha, you're really funny. I have dated guys before, you know.
Besides, it's not like you'd have to date him, it's just going to a dance. We
thought it would be fun." Her stack of silver bracelets jingled as she gave me
an encouraging whack on the arm. She had shared too much again.
Loretta looked over toward my mother, who had now fixed her eyes on
a dried bundle of chili peppers that hung off one of the cabinets. Between
their trips to New Mexico, San Francisco, and the Women's Music Festival
in Michigan, our house had begun to look like an arts and crafts flea market
being held in Georgia O'Keeffe's backyard. A majority of our artwork and
knickknacks contained at least one of the four essential decorative elements:
feathers, dried flora or foliage, leather fringe, and beads. And then there
were the baskets. And the ceramics-oh, the ceramics!
"We? What, now there's a collective unit involved? Just how many
people are working on this setup?" I started to feel panicked and set my fork
down. This wasn't looking too good for me all of a sudden. I braced myself,
arms akimbo and eyes fully dilated.
"Well," my mother finally chimed in, "we thought you wanted to go to
the dance, and Phillip didn't have a date, so we were talking to Lydia and
thought how nice it would be if the two of you went together. You should
give him a call." She looked at me with an expression that suggested she had
already agreed to something. She took a drag off of her Merit Ultra Light
and blew the smoke towards the hallway.
"Oh, my god, I can't believe it. Did you already tell Lydia that I would
ask him to the dance? What is wrong with the two of you? Do you want me
to end up being homeschooled?" I could feel the defeat in my stomach, next
to a pile of mozzarella and wilted zucchini. I knew then that there was no
way out of this. Damn, they were good.
I had a vague knowledge of Phillip through mutual acquaintances and
awkward meetings at our mothers' work that consisted of weak waves and
downward shifting glances. He was, essentially, a nice guy struggling
through the motions of the teenage caste system like I was. He had that nonthreatening air about him: still holding onto his childhood chubbiness, with
his brown hair combed greasily to one side in a way that suggested he
enjoyed reading Tolkien alone on a Friday night.
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What we had in common, mostly, was that we were only children whose
parents had dedicated themselves to saving other kids. (The offspring of
social workers and therapists can be recognized in the outside world by
their glazed expressions and uncommon familiarity with terms from the
DSM manual. Chances are we've already been in therapy since around age
ten. We're a real hoot at parties, especially if you are potentially suffering
from an undiagnosed case of personality disorder. Approach us slowly, with
no sudden movements.)
My friend Jillian already had a crush on Phillip's best friend Dan, so the
whole situation had begun to fall into place-one that was unfortunate for
me, but beneficial to everyone else. I had to ask him; it was, as my grandmother would say, beshert. It was meant to be. I took the phone number
from Loretta as she slid it across the kitchen table, shoving it into my back
pocket in defeat.
"Do you want some more lasagna?" Loretta was reaching for the
spatula. This is what they do with prized geese, I thought. Stuff them full of
food before they send them off to the slaughter.
"No, thanks. I'm done. I'll just grab a glass of water and head upstairs
to do my homework." I pushed myself away from the table and went over
to the cabinet for a tall, plastic tumbler. For once, Loretta didn't flinch
about me potentially wasting the prized water from the rented Hinckley
Schmidt tank, one of our major bones of contention. She just sat there
smiling, as I filled the glass to the brim with spring water, the tank bubbling
away unadulterated for all to see. I realized then that I had traded what little
dignity I had left for unlimited access to the water cooler. Perhaps it was a
small price to pay not to have Loretta chase me down the hallway in her
kimono again, like the time after we had just moved into the house. After
accusing me of wastefully overindulging in her water cooler, Loretta and I
had one of our first throw-downs, which resulted in me bolting up the stairs
in my pajamas after telling her she was not the boss of me. You never forget
a woman with triple-Os in a Japanese robe fit for a child chasing you up a
flight of stairs. This might have been where my mother's and Loretta's ideas
of disciplining began to show their differences. Nevertheless, it still sent
shivers down my spine when I went for my nightly glass of water.
The initial phone call to Phillip was as awkward as could be. Luckily, he
had already been briefed by his mother and was awaiting me. I figured we
were both being thrown into this, so we might as well become acquainted
with one another before being crammed into a stretch limo with clothes we
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would look back on with regret a decade later. It was the humane thing to do.
I called from the light-up phone in my room, my television stand propped up
against my door so it wouldn't fall open from its swollen frame and reveal the
bleak scene about to take place. I had to improvise, since my lock never worked.
This had to be done in private, like most shameful things.
"Is Phillip there?" I twisted the phone cord around my finger, sitting on
my carpet with my head leaning up against the foot of my bed. My face was
pulsing with heat and my tongue had long since become devoid of moisture.
I brought my left hand up and dropped my forehead into it.
"Ilana? Hi! It's Lydia. How are you, dear?" His mother sounded thrilled, if
not a bit winded. Of course it was me; what other girl was calling their house?
"Hi. I'm fine, thanks. Um, is Phillip there? If not, you know, you can just
tell him I called and . . ." I was beginning to feel a false sense of relief
thinking that he wasn't at home.
"Oh, no! He's here, let me get him. He's been expecting you to call." She
was almost purring into the phone. I rolled my eyes. Someplace in the core
of me threw up its hands and I wondered if I could still fit under my bed.
Tumbleweed blew through my gut like a bad Western.
I heard a muffled clamoring as she set the phone down and called for
her son, then the sound of the phone being lifted off the table, and I cringed
as a boy's crackling voice broke through the receiver.
"Hello?"
Jesus, he sounded as nervous and desperate as I did. I couldn't decide
who was more pathetic. It was strangely soothing.
"Hi, Phillip? Uh, hey. How are you? Um, this is Ilana, by the way."
"Yeah, I know. So, what's going on?" Was that him being cocky, or just
wanting to get this over with too? I heard him shifting and exhaling through
his nose. I played with my bangs.
"Oh. Um, so I had a question to ask you." Stalling, stalling. Maybe the
huge tree in our backyard would come crashing though my window and
sever our phone line.
"All right, sure." He wasn't helping this along. So much for being a team
player.
"Well, you know there's the dance coming up, and I was wondering-I
mean, your mother said that you didn't have a date, so ... I thought maybe
you would want to go with me?" Smooth, and full of enthusiasm. I slid
down the edge of my bed and let my head hit the floor. I lay in expectant
silence, staring at my limp body in the mirrored closet doors.
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"Sure, yeah, I'll go with you. Thanks." He thanked me! I couldn't believe
it. At least he had manners.
"Yeah, great, OK. You're welcome. Hey, I've gotta go, you know?
Homework. I'll call you soon with details, all right?" I had turned onto my
stomach, my head propped up in my left hand.
"Oh. Cool, no problem. So, I'll talk to you soon. Bye." And then he hung
up, the lights on my phone flickering and fading out. It was done, all in
under five minutes. I had my first date to a dance. I hoped this wasn't
indicative of the way I'd end up getting married some day. I set the phone
down onto the cradle and looked up at my poster of Robert Smith. He
would have at least made me work for the date.
The dress I chose for the dance was all about 1988. The entire top, from
the boat neck to the drop waist, was made entirely of puckered black crepe.
It had long sleeves with a very modest V in the back. The real showstopper,
though, was the asymmetrical, two-tiered bottom, which was made of white
satin with bold, black polka dots and matching bow at the hip. I was confident I had found an original, something timeless. Black was mature and
somber-sophisticated. I was like a big present from the mall.
My girlfriend, Jillian, was ecstatic. She had long since picked out an
electric blue, satin, strapless dress and shoes to match. We had found our
other couples to join us in the requisite limo rental. We had purchased our
rhinestone and faux pearl accessories. We were now proud owners of new
pantyhose and tiny handbags. We had told our respective dates what corsages to get us (wristlets, no pin-ans), and ordered their boutonnieres, complete with baby's breath. The dance was on.
The night before the festivities, I walked in on Loretta doing some
paperwork at the kitchen table. I could see her straining her eyes behind her
glasses, the diffused overhead lighting casting shadows on the floor.
I had been trying to avoid her ever since she asked if she could join the
other parents in taking pictures of us before heading off to the dance. I had
hemmed and hawed over her request, not having the nerve to tell her no
straight out. I thought stupidly that if I ignored her, the question would
evaporate and we could all just forget about it and move along. I was not
good at confrontation and I hated that I would hurt her, adding another
hole in the foundation of our fledgling family. But Loretta was steadfast,
and she looked up and locked eyes with me as I stood frozen in the kitchen.
"Hey, so do you have everything ready for the dance? I bought some
film yesterday. What time is everyone meeting up for pictures?" She had her
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head tilted up at an angle toward me, her blue eyes reaching over the rims
of her glasses.
"Yeah, everything's all set. I think pictures are like, around six, at Dan's
house. It's not really going to be a big deal, you know. Just a couple parents."
"All right." Fifteen second pause. I heard the dog shifting in her sleep in
the dining room. Outside on the street, a car rolled by, crunching leaves
under its tires. "So, am I going to be taking pictures with the other parents,
too?" The air between us popped, like a deflating balloon.
"Um. I mean ... I just-I think it would be better if just my mom goes,
you know? Seriously, it's not that big of a deal. She'll take plenty of pictures.
Plus, you'll see me before I leave the house anyway." That was my big consolation prize to her, me flashing by on my way out the door, a blur of polka
dots and curled hair.
"Sure, it's not a big deal. Fine, I understand. Don't worry about it, I
won't go. I wouldn't want to embarrass you." Her voice came through tight
and strained, and hidden in there I heard the distinct resonance of hurt. She
turned back to her papers, restacking piles in staccato movements. Part of
me wanted to wrap my arms around her while the other part wanted to
shake her, to make her understand that I couldn't make these kinds of decisions-that I wasn't ready yet to be bigger than my fourteen years. That I
was just frightened.
"I didn't mean that, Loretta. It's just, I don't think this is the right time
or place to try and explain things. Some of these kids and their parents
wouldn't understand." It was a lame excuse, but it was true. I didn't want
my first dance to be our family's coming-out party-I wasn't ready.
"Fine. Forget about it. You won't have to 'explain' anything. Have a nice
night." Her tone was enough to dismiss me.
I turned back around the way I came and started up the stairs towards
my room, breathing to myself, "I'm sorry."
I spent the entire Saturday of the dance, up until leaving, getting ready
and talking psychotically on the phone. By the time I was done my hair
could have withstood a nuclear holocaust. My bangs had formed one solid
mass, and if you grabbed one section of them, the whole thing went up like
an awning, complete with waterproofing.
When I came downstairs, Loretta was noticeably absent, locked away in
their upstairs bedroom. The air seemed to be sucked out of the room, everything dramatically quiet and devoid of joy. Loretta loved events-it's
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because of her all of our lives are documented, that we have doubles of
every photo and that even the most trivial of events are captured.
"You know she's just upset right now. She'll be all right in a few days."
My mother led me outside to the garage, turning on the deck light. I knew
that even though she let me make the decision, she was quietly sad, but we
said nothing about it on the car ride.
Pictures were, as I thought, uneventful. Everyone's parents were
crammed into a foreign living room, shoving one another in mock aggression to capture the perfect "moment."
In the photograph, (which I still have), we are all lined up in pairs so
there would be no guessing who belonged to who. It's like the Noah's Ark
of formal dance pictures. We look like kids playing dress-up. There is so
much hair between the girls that sections of light are blotted out. The boys
can't seem to figure out where to look, for fear of being immortalized
staring at their dates' self-conscious cleavage. Lucky for me I was the only
one with a high-neck and long sleeves so my date had nowhere to look but
straight into the camera like it was an oncoming car. Phillip has a smile
stretched across his face, his dark hair parted over and falling into a gentle
swoop over his right eyebrow as he stands behind me with his hand on my
shoulder. I, however, just look lost, my gaze landing nowhere in particular.
As I looked out at the swarm of parents crouching and vying for the best
angle, I caught my mother standing off to the side with her camera, quietly
taking pictures-the only lone parent in the crowd of moms and dads. I
thought of Loretta at home alone, watching TV or doing paperwork, tucked
away in the big house on Lombard Street like a secret everyone already
knew. And while I cared for her, knew that she was trying just like we were,
we never quite fit as mother and daughter-like two square pegs. I looked
over at my mother and caught her eye. She winked and gave a little nod to
me. We were missing him too, my father. This was one of those moments,
the ones that come along and catch you off guard like birthdays and holidays that took a bit of your breath-a reminder of just one other milestone
he wouldn't be a part of, one more thing to set us apart from the pack. That
pretty much set the tone for the rest of the night.
The limo ride had been stuffy, dresses getting sat on, jackets getting rumpled-nervous giggling, and Phillip and I sitting next to each other like we were
in the waiting room for a doctor's appointment. No kissing or fooling around
by the real couples yet, because makeup had to be spotless for our entrance into
the Student Center when we arrived. There were, after all, images to be upheld.
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When we finally pulled up to the dance, we piled out of the limo in a
vacuum of heat, perfume, and frustration. Everyone coupled up again curbside, Phillip lingering by my side in his rumpled black suit and skinny tie.
We dug out our tickets, the girls shuddering from the smack of cold air, and
headed through the high school's large front doors.
Throngs of people were moving around to a sound system blasting New
Order's "Bizarre Love Triangle." The whole place pulsed and thumped with
jumping kids and the jungle-like air that reeked of sweat, hairspray, and Polo
cologne. I plastered myself next to Jillian for support, moving ahead of Phillip
and scanning the room with her to see who we knew, and to naturally take
stock of what the other girls were wearing. That's when I saw the girl with the
white blond hair from the field hockey team. She was standing right near the
front, scanning the room likewise. We locked eyes and registered mirrored
images of dismay. We were both wearing the exact same dress. Jillian noticed
and gripped my shoulder, leaning into me as the field hockey girl grimaced and
turned on her heels and disappeared into the crowd.
"Don't even worry. She should not be wearing shoulder pads. You look
so much cuter." Jillian squeezed my arm and then evaporated into the room
with her date. I walked into the room after her and let it swallow me up,
waving to Phillip and mouthing the words, "Going to the bathroom!"
I was rocked back and forth through the crowd as I attempted to cut a
swath toward the bathroom. I caught a few fumes of beer and Schnapps on
the way, laughing to myself that our limo had been deemed dry by our parents the minute we rented it, and none of us had the nerve or foresight to
arrange for an alternative.
The bathroom was brimming with hair and ruffles, some girl crying to
her friend in the comer and another trying to pry the rubber bands off of
her braces. I sidled over to the one clear sliver of mirror and saw Libby, the
date of one of our fellow limo-mates. She caught my eye and smiled,
squeezing her way over toward me.
Libby was a nightmare-sweet, with a broken past and white-blonde
hair that fell past her shoulders. She had a perfect little button nose and
boobs that didn't belong in high school, the only girl that could get away
with wearing a floor-length red, strapless gown and not look like she was
trying too hard. The only thing that kept me from completely hating her was
that her family had been through some rough times and had sought help
from the social work agency my mom and Loretta worked for. Even her
familial flaw was charming.

Ilana Shabanov

101

"Hey, I was looking for you." She smiled softly, catching me in a corner
near the paper-towel dispenser.
"Oh, really? Why?" I had no earthly idea why she would need me for
anything. Maybe to hold her tiny matching handbag while she admired her
cascade of curls.
"So, I wanted to ask you-are you and Phillip, you know, a couple?"
She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. I blinked in confusion.
"A couple? Oh, God no. No, no. We're just friends, that's all. Our
mothers work together," and then I paused. "Why?"
"Oh, that's good! I didn't want to get in your way if you were a couple."
"How would you ... oh, wait. Do you like him?" This couldn't seriously
be happening. It was like a John Hughes movie gone horribly wrong and
with poor casting.
"Well, yeah. I mean, he's sweet. Are you upset?" Her eyebrows came
together in the center of her forehead and hid underneath her bangs.
"No. That's fine, really. Go for it. He's all yours," I gave her a pat on the
shoulder like I was sending her off into the field to make a key play.
"Really? That's great! Thanks for being so cool about it. I'm going to go
look for him." Libby brought her two white hands together in the universal
sign of "goody goody" and made her way out the door, her red dress
swishing behind her.
I stood there in the swarm of girls for a minute, blinking at my reflection in the mirror. I was almost certain this kind of thing wasn't supposed
to happen-that even though you didn't like your date, you weren't supposed to give them up to someone else, setting yourself up to stand alone
near the wall while everyone else coupled. I had shot myself in the foot
without even realizing it.
I made my way out a few minutes later, having exhausted the resources
of my purse. Any more lipstick and I would be confused for a clown. I
skirted around the periphery of the heaving crowd, some guys now wearing
their ties around their heads and inciting the warrior cry for partying. Bangs
were starting to grow limp, and bows were losing their starch. Everyone
was glowing just a little bit, and then, off to the corner, towards the front
doors, I spotted Libby and Phillip, mashed up against each other in a torrent of curls and awkward disbelief. I felt my stomach lurch under my layer
of crepe, and for a moment I was overwhelmed with a feeling of loss and
the need to punch someone hard enough to make them cry so I wouldn't
have to. I knew we wouldn't end up together but this-this was just a public
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decree of rejection. I imagined how I could explain this to someone else who
saw me standing there next to the illuminated trophy case by myself.
"Where's my date? Oh, he's off making out with someone else's. They're
right over there under a halo of spotlights and colored confetti." If anything,
my first dance would remain memorable.
The limo ride home was an act in self-discipline. I kept counting down
the hours and minutes until my curfew, until I could be released from the
night and escape to the confines of my room and some good Kate Bush to
lull me into a proper misery. Libby and Phillip had been mauling each other
under the thin veil of his suit coat in front of everyone, her curls splayed out
against the faux velvet seat. Every once in a while, Jillian would reach over
and pat my hand while trying to corner her own date. Libby's date, Michael,
had lost himself in a bag of leftover fries from the McDonald's drivethrough we had gone to earlier. All of us, in some way or another, were
attempting to find our happy place.
When we pulled up to my house, the big gray shingled rambler taking
up the corner on Lombard, I barely waited for the limo to come to a full
stop before I made a break for it.
For once, the unfamiliar house felt like it was waiting for me to come
back, like it knew I had been missing all night.
I waved to the car as it began to pull away and turned to put the key in
the door. The long street was quiet and the air felt like it was waiting for the
right moment to frost. It was so quiet I could hear each tooth in the key slide
into the lock. I paused and wondered if my dad would have taken offense
at Phillip's behavior, if maybe he would have threatened him with certain
death like he did our neighbor Mickey when I was a little kid. I wondered
if he would have waited up for me and had me sit on the old velour couch
to recap the evening while he smoked a joint and listened to the Doobie
Brothers. Maybe he would have had words of comfort and have found a
way to make me laugh at the whole thing, long before I was ready to. There
were too many possibilities to consider while standing on the front steps,
and I couldn't remember ever missing a piece of furniture like I did that
couch. That couldn't be normal-missing furniture like it was a person.
As I leaned into the old front door, I thought of Loretta upstairs and
how we could fix things, of when I would be able to stop hiding her from
my every day. When I walked into the front hall, there were just enough
lights left on so I wouldn't fall or bump into anything. I called toward their
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bedroom, closing the door behind me and starting upstairs, turning the
lights off as I went. My mom was the only one who called back, the voice
of Loretta blindingly absent. Had this been any other Saturday night,
Loretta would have called back with her, their voices mingling in a kind of
song. I would stop in the doorway of their room and poke my head in,
maybe sit for a moment on the edge of their bed and tell them about my
night and ask them about theirs. We would listen to each other while the
rest of the house hummed in the dark, while the cats looked for a warm bed
and Loretta's dog, Maya, sat and watched over us. This is how it might have
been some other time. I held onto the banister, making each step deliberate
and tried hard to remember the last time things had been simple.
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The Pet Shop Tales: A Halfhearted
Rejection of Existentialism
Terrell lsselhard

I BEGAN READING PHILOSOPHY BECAUSE I WAS TIRED OF RESEARCHING ANIMALS,
and now that I'm tired of reading philosophy I've decided to write about
both. The animal research was the result of me getting a miniscule promotion of fifty cents an hour. Now I was a full-time employee who was in
charge of selling animals at a small North Shore pet shop. I would no longer
have the luxury of hiding in the back room scrubbing things. I had to learn
to be dynamic and outgoing, and in some ways these lessons would poison
me, leaving residual over-enthusiasm seething beneath the surface of my previously deadpan fa~ade. To this day I often slip into an unnatural and
arresting salesman-grade enthusiasm when I get excited or nervous. It puts
people off outside of a retail environment. They think you're crazy, but
what's really crazy is the fact that an identical greeting makes people want
to buy something from you when you perform it on a sales floor in a teal
polo shirt with a yellow store logo on the left breast.
Sales isn't just a performance. You also need to know stuff, like how to
take care of all the different animals in the store or how to identify animals
with diseases. These are all easy enough to learn through a little web
research, but the thing is, pets aren't the only animals in the store, there are
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also the other employees and customers. It's these animals that are hard to
read. Now, I'm not an existentialist. I'm also not a gung-ho proponent of
Kierkegaard, but like most intellectuals whose works outlive them, he had
some good things to say, I think. One of his most compelling argumentsto my mind at least-was how he identified despair. The thing I like about
good old S0ren Kierkegaard is that he sees despair as being a good thing
(sort of). You see, the more despair you are in, and the more you realize that
you are in despair, the closer you are-this is Kierkegaard talking now-to
discovering yourself (whatever that means). I'm oversimplifying. Perhaps an
example would help. For instance, at the pet shop I used to work at we
would spend our days getting blitzed in order to avoid dealing with the
pointlessness of our job. One day we all found a way to get out of the store
at once and smoke a quick bowl. This was usually impossible, but I'd
claimed to be taking a cigarette break, Justin was on lunch, and I think Brad
just bailed. When we came back into the shop, Dave, our boss, headed out
for lunch, and Justin and Brad went in back to grab their aprons. It was
around four, which was our mid-afternoon lull, and I hunkered down at the
front counter and started munching on one of the organic dog biscuits.
Carrot and yogurt. It was delicious.
In walked this kid followed by his mother. They were one of those
Patagonia families, the kind that seem to be constantly sheathed in fall
active wear. They came to the counter taking buoyant, sneaker-cushioned
steps with their half-zipped collars poking up vampirically, framing their
chins in bright shades of green and maroon, respectively.
"We're here to pick up Molly," the little boy said. Normally I wouldn't
have known what he was talking about, but Molly had caused a bit of a
scene earlier that day when we found the animal dead in its boarding cage.
Molly was curled up in the fetal position with a turd hanging out of its ass.
Molly, a plump brown hamster who we had been asked to look after while
the family was out of town, was immediately replaced with an equally
plump and brown hamster of the same gender-which, incidentally, was
male. Justin came out of the backroom with a cup of coffee. He and Brad
were laughing about something as they leaned against the birdseed bins at
the back of the shop, and I yelled at them from the front counter, "You need
to get Molly. Her family's here."
The mother smiled at this comment, and I gave her a wink as I took
another bite of the dog biscuit. Her smile disappeared. The kid seemed anxious; he kept tugging on the sleeves of his green pullover and glancing pen-
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sively at the eight-inch blue-tongued skink that was sitting in a glass terrarium, which sat at eye level with him. Each time its tongue flicked he
twitched a little bit. Justin and Brad came up together, quietly chuckling.
Next to Justin, Brad looked small. He was a pale, slight nineteen-year-old
with short black hair and an almost invisible soul patch that consisted of no
more than four well-maintained hairs. He came up to Justin's shoulder.
Justin, at about six feet tall, was a slim but solid guy, with a carefully
groomed goatee and long blond hair that he tied up in a ponytail when he
was at work. Justin was carrying the little cage containing the hamster while
Brad trailed at his side, struggling to tie his apron. When Justin handed the
little plastic carrying cage to the boy he gave a hackneyed, "Here she is."
The kid took the cage and scrutinized its contents. "This isn't Molly," he said.
"Sure it is," Justin said, giving me a nervous glance as he straightened
out his back and took a sip of coffee from a mug that said, "I [heart] pussy."
The mother glanced at the mug and then at the hamster. She was attractive; she had slight features and was in better shape than most twenty-yearolds that I know, but the rigidity of her posture and the masochistically taut
ponytail made her seem cold, metallic, and desexualized.
I took another bite of my dog biscuit, and the mother gave me this look:
an oh-my-fucking-God-is-that-a-dog-biscuit kinda look. I gave her another
wink and said, "Oh, sure it is, buddy."
The kid shook his head, and then he flinched again at another skink
tongue flicker.
"Let me see," the mom said, grabbing the cage. "That's Molly, sweety."
I don't think she cared. I think she just wanted to get the hell out of there.
Brad was trying to tie his apron and failing miserably. He kept tying
loose-looped knots that would come undone while he turned around in circles like a dog chasing its tail.
Justin took the cage from the mother in a borderline aggressive manner
and held the cage up to the kid's face at an angle, as though the problem was
not the counterfeit hamster, but rather, the tilt of the cage that was obscuring
the kid's perception. "See," he said, "that's Molly!" He was almost yelling.
"It's Molly," the mother said, grabbing hold of the cage with her right hand
and her son's upper arm with her left. She started walking toward the door
while the child's eyes welled with tears and he screamed, "It's not Molly!"
Brad was still spinning. Justin slapped him on the arm, spilling a little of
his coffee. "Cut it out," he said.
"I just can't-" Brad kept spinning, "tie this."
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The heavy glass door closed behind the mother and her son before we
all broke out into loud laughter. Somewhere along the line we'd all turned
into complete assholes, and we didn't even know it. See, the thing about
good old S0ren Kierkegaard is that he thinks despair is there even when you
don't know it's there. It just sort of bubbles beneath the surface. This kind
of despair is one of the lowest kinds because you're ignorant of your position. You can't get out of it because you don't even know you are in it. What
you need is some sort of crisis. I had one in my car.
Justin and Brad were talking furtively with their backs hunched toward
one another as they shelved seed in the bird section. The exchange had that
subtle, stealthy drug tone to it, so I asked what was up.
"Hashish," said Justin. Brad was grinning over his shoulder moronically. "Do you want some?" Justin followed up. "I've got this huge Hershey
Bar chunk."
He wasn't kidding either. That night when I went over to his place (a spacious three-bedroom apartment in a complex in downtown Skokie that had
a balcony and two sexy ladies who slept in the other two rooms) he showed
it to me. The thing looked just like a chocolate bar. But it smelled like hash,
all musky and bitter. He told me the best way to smoke it was to put a pinch
on top of fresh bud, but I didn't have any grass, so I started smoking little
pinches of it in my chillum. It tasted like dirt and burning hickory.
It became a habit. Little pinches of hash started sprinkling my days. One
evening, for a pleasant repose, I decided to park by the Skokie Lagoon and
smoke a little pinch while the sunset shined on the water. It was a lovely
view. The pinks danced across the dark green reflections on the water while
the smoke curled and accumulated in the car. Just as the sun was disappearing, a pair of headlights came up behind me. I tossed the chillum on the
passenger seat and put the car in reverse, but after backing up a few inches
I realized the headlights had me blocked in. A third light came on, shining
like a golden cat's eye. It was incredibly luminescent and probing. I felt as
though my most personal thoughts were being folded over for open access
to the outside world. Every shadow within a ten-mile radius seemed to grow
eight inches, suddenly turn obsidian black against a cotton-candy yellow
background, and perched by the driver's side window of the car hovered
that light's source: the eye. It lit up the inside of my car where the smoke
swam like guppies in a puddle. Then a fat cop swung his legs out of the car
and sauntered over to my driver's side window. He adjusted his belly as he
approached the car, and a fourth light came on in his hand. It's worth noting
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that I was stoned out of my mind, each new illumination a nerve-rattling
sensory overload. I started freaking out. My mind raced in stupid, stoned
circles as my heart sped up to a jackrabbit pace and-I shit you not-beads
of sweat began to bud on my palms.
The cop gave an authoritative rap on my window with the butt of his
flashlight. I made a dry-mouthed smack with my lips and rolled it down. He
shined the light on my face, then the chillum-which sat there on the seat
shimmering in the spotlight-and then he shined the light on the lighter
lying next to it. The light went back to the chillum (I was so blitzed-you
have no idea-all the lights and movement were making my bloodshot eyes
roll back into my skull), and then he shined the light back onto my face.
"What-cha up to?" he asked.
"I was just having a cigarette," I said, smacking my dry lips compulsively.
"Oh, yeah?" There was a long pause. The spotlight revisited my chillum.
"You can't park here after dark," he said.
"Oh, really?" Keep in mind this was all smacky-sounding and absurd,
accompanied by exaggerated and irrational facial expressions. "I didn't know."
"Yeah." He was giving me one of those tilted-head stares, the ones in
which the gazer's eyes seem to be wincing: "Better get going." The flashlight
popped off. He walked back to his car and the eye closed. He pulled back a
bit so I could get out. I tossed the chillum and the lighter into the glove box
and pulled out of the lot, taking a right. Just as I was about to scream
THANK YOU JESUS, the same cop car came up behind me; this time he had
the multicolored lights going.
Oh shit, I thought. It was all a tease. He was just trying to get me out
on the open road so he could slap a DUI on top of my possession charge. I
pulled over, on the verge of a complete and total meltdown. The hash was
doing bad things to me, making me thirsty and dizzy and paranoid and confused. And-I swear to God this is not a joke-for some bizarre reason I
almost always got a hard-on when I smoked the shit, so I had a boner on
top of everything else. Can you imagine if this sadistic pig wanted me to get
out and walk the line? I'd have a fucking chubby throwing me off balance
and making me look like a pervert.
He took his time getting out of the car. He probably loved it. Once again
he made the approach, belly adjustment accompanied by flashlight ignition.
He gave the authoritative rap, and I rolled down the window. "Sir," he said,
"this is a one-way street."
"Oh." I was so high that it took me a little while to process this information.
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I wasn't sure if he was being metaphorical or lewd-but then I got it. Dumb ass,
I thought, you are such a fucking dumb ass! "I didn't know that, officer."
"Yeah." He leaned his head into the car and shined his light around the
entire cabin. He made several sweeps of the passenger side seat, looking for
the chillum. He thrust this neck under my nose, and his Aqua Velva made my
head spin as I adjusted my cock, hoping that he wouldn't look down. He
pulled back out of the window. "You been smokin' any bad stuff?" he asked.
"No-no, officer," I replied, acting all shocked and appalled, but, of
course, in a cartoonish, intoxicated sort of way.
"You better turn this car around and go home," he said. I did a very
slow U-turn that must have looked odd to the cop. It took me close to a
minute to complete it. I wanted to give the impression that I was being cautious. Then-once I was pointed in the right direction-I gunned it. I drove
home screaming THANK YOU JESUS, nervously sucking on a cigarette.
At this point I realized things were going wrong. I don't think I would
have used the word despair, but it was definitely applicable. Once you realize
that you are in despair you try and overcome it. Kierkegaard thinks that the
logical next step after the lowest level is to get involved in commerce. I always
thought that made sense. Just think of all the lonely depressed guys you've
met who try and overcome their shit situation by "gettin' paid."
After the whole car thing I started trying to apply myself more at work.
I wasn't so much trying to "get paid," I was just trying to get my job done,
to do it well. Keeping busy and being productive became the center of my
universe, and simultaneously the movie Finding Nemo made my life hell.
When that movie came out every kid on the North Shore wanted a
clownfish, which-if you've seen the film-is bizarre. What sick fucker sees
Finding Nemo and thinks, I want a clownfish. That's like seeing Roots and
thinking, I want a slave. But that's exactly what these kids thought, and
their money-saturated parents were more than happy to appease them. They
came by the millions. Like pilgrims on their way to Mecca, parents crossed
Green Bay Road and came into the front door of our pet shop pushing their
stuttering children forward as they coaxed the child to tell us what they
wanted. "I ... I ... ," then the kid would stop.
"Tell the man what you want," the parent would coo, smiling at me as
they tousled their child's hair, making the kid flinch and probably piss a
little in his pants.
"I ... I ... I want a Nemo." Then they'd look down at their toes and
rock their right heel, using the palm of their foot as a pivot on the glistening
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linoleum of the pet shop's floor. There'd be a squeak, and the parent would
give a reassuring squeeze to their child's shoulder. Then the parent would
look back at me, and their face would melt into an expectant sneer. I would
have to explain, in a cutesy apologetic tone, that we didn't have a saltwater
fish section. "We've only got freshwater fishies here."
"Oh," the parent would moan, shooting their child a clownish expression of sympathy.
"Our shop in Evanston has saltwater fish, though." Then they'd leave
me in peace. But Dave soon came to the conclusion that we needed to meet
the demand, so he bought this piece of shit fifteen-gallon fish tank called the
Aqua-Cube, which he filled with live seabed and living coral. He got a sea
anemone and living seawater. After a week of careful monitoring (all of
which was put on me, the "Fish Guy" who'd never owned a fish tank and
had no interest in fish himself), we got our first Nemo. It was a cute little
fish. Clownfish are stout and have bright orange stripes that run parallel to
reflective white ones. Their round snub faces have bright eyes, and their
mouths appear to be tilted up into a smile (even when they're dead). They
swim in spunky bursts and instinctively cuddle with their fluffy orange
anemone-it's an inexplicably endearing behavior.
I monitored the water's pH and salinity, but we didn't have the best
testing equipment. We had the kind of stuff you use for freshwater fish, so
they weren't as exact. Nemo number one kicked it after one night. I found
out when a chubby little redhead wearing a New England Patriots T-shirt,
khaki shorts, and no shoes pulled on the back of my a pron while I was
shelving bags of gravel. He was crying. "Nemo's dead!" he wailed.
I walked over to the tank and looked in. Sure enough, Nemo was dead.
He was floating on his back, and his eyes were swollen and opaque. "No,"
I said, "he's not dead-he's sleeping." Then I scooped Nemo number one out
of the tank with one of the little green nets and said, "I'm gonna go put him
in the nighttime tank in back, that way he can get a good rest."
The kid looked at me like I was insane. He didn't say anything, though.
He was probably trying to spare my feelings. When I went in back to dump
the body, Dave saw. He said nothing. The next Friday there was a new
Nemo in the fish shipment. Nemo number two lasted about half a week and
then was discovered by an extremely odd little girl who seemed to always
be at the store. She had a hamster that she took everywhere with her. It had
a little harness and was the friendliest hamster I have ever encountered in
my life. The little girl was another story. She was obnoxious, critical, loud,
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pouty, exacting, and completely unsupervised. I don't even know if she had
parents. For all I know that kid lived on the roof of the building and came
down during operating hours to get out of the elements. When she found
Nemo number two wedged between one of the living rocks and the side of
the tank, lifeless and fluttering in the current of the filter, I was subjected to
an inquisition.
"How are the fish?" she said, stroking her hamster's head while its
whiskers quivered.
"Good," I said, trying to ignore her as I chased a koi around the koi
pond under the supervision of a bearded man in his fifties who was wearing
overalls that made him look pregnant. He seemed to be on the verge of
falling asleep, and every once in a while he would gasp as though he had
just forgotten to breathe. Intermittently throughout the chase, which had
lasted almost twenty minutes now, he would make a pithy baritone comment about how difficult my chase was.
"Really?" she said, setting her hamster down on the edge of the koi
pond as she scratched her crotch, '"cause," she flattened out her red and
gray summer dress, "Nemo's sick."
"Almost got 'im," said the bearded pregnant man.
"Sick?" I was eyeing the hamster that, disturbingly, appeared to be
eyeing me as well.
"Yep," she scratched her crotch again and then pulled up her summer
dress, revealing her underwear completely, before swatting it down again
and scooping up her hamster. "I think he's dead."
The bearded pregnant man gave a baritone grumble that was unintelligible.
"Dead?" I felt so helpless. Not again. "Sir," I looked up at him, fixing
my eyes on the buckles of his overalls, which were shimmering under the
fluorescent lights. "Would you mind if I checked on the-ahh ... Nemo?"
"Sure, sure," he said apathetically.
I followed the hamster girl to the tank where she showed me the carcass
using her hamster as a pointing stick. "See." The hamster's whiskers quivered again.
"Yeah," I said, "I see." I scooped him out, and dumped him in the trash
can in back.
Countless Nemos died on my watch. It was clownfish holocaust. I don't
hold myself accountable, though. Blame Pixar. Those bastards started the
bloodlust. One after the other I threw those little clownfish into the AquaCube to die on display. It wasn't conditioned right. I was basically just
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pulling a plastic bag over each little Nemo's head.
When I returned to the bearded pregnant man I resumed the chase.
"Tricky job," he commented.
"Yeah," I said, "it is," sweeping the net through the water while he
gasped intermittently.
I was always more sedulous than profitable. I suppose if I had to give
myself a rating on each of the various Kierkegaardian stages I'd score lowest
on the commerce one. Anyway, things progressed, and again I was in
despair. This time I recognized it and tried to correct my situation the way
good old S0ren Kierkegaard would have predicted-I tried to be a more ethical person. I attempted to achieve this by taking a more active role in the
well-being of the animals at the shop.
Keeping a puppy inside and out of natural sunlight for too long can
damage the development of its bones. Exposure to natural sunlight allows
for the production of vitamin Din most mammals. Vitamin Dis what helps
us metabolize calcium. Therefore, no sun equals no vitamin D, which in turn
equals poor bone development.
We had a St. Bernard puppy at the shop that, due to his size, we were
having trouble selling. The rich people in the neighborhood only wanted
fancy little dogs, poodle mixes, or Labradors (everybody likes Labs). Big,
bear-sized St. Bernards don't really have a place outside of the Alps. He'd
gotten to be about the size of a beefy Sheltie and had caused a bit of trouble
earlier in the week when one of his gargantuan mounds of poop, which he'd
left out on the sales floor after he 'd been allowed to run around the shop for
a quick stretch, got stepped in by a very attractive woman in her thirties
who was wearing gold sandals. She freaked. Big mounds of poop find their
way in and around sandals with ease. She was sloshing in shit. We had to
fake scold the St. Bernard to calm her down, and, in the process, Dave
noticed that the dog's paws were beginning to curl up a bit. It was due to
the lack of sunlight the animal was getting. He suggested that we take the
dog out for walks when we went on our lunch breaks.
I volunteered to be the first to take the big guy out, and I fitted the St.
Bernard with a harness and a leash. My plan was to take him to Panera,
which was just a block over and on the other side of the street. I'd sit on the
patio with him and maybe attract some girls. Once I got him out of the store
it was clear that the only thing this dog was going to attract was negative
attention. The shop faced Green Bay Road, a relatively busy street that runs
the length of the North Shore. When the first car passed, the dog froze. He'd
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probably never been outside before. He pressed himself against the brick
wall of the building and minced along at a lethargic pace, all the while
whimpering. When we got to the end of the block and it was time for him
to cross the street, he completely shut down. He wouldn't move at all, so I
picked him up. He threw his paws over each of my shoulders, and the two
of us were cheek to cheek as I carried this ridiculously large puppy across
the street while he screamed and moaned in a decidedly un-canine tone. He
sounded like a pig being slaughtered. As I crossed the street, crowds of
people pointed and murmured. Once I had him in my arms I decided not to
put him down until we got to Panera, so I just ran for it with the screaming
St. Bernard in my arms. Once there, I tied him to a lamppost and started in,
but he started screaming again. He was like a motion detector: every step I
took toward him created silence, and every step I took toward the door
sounded the alarm. It was clear that I wasn't getting any soup, so I picked
him up again and carried him back to the shop where he finally calmed
down. I tied the leash to my belt and let him walk the sales floor with me
that day. He seemed to enjoy that more. He wagged his tail a bit and
pounced at my heels clumsily.
There are some things that Kierkegaard doesn't cover, like how to deal
with others in despair. One guy in particular made me wonder about this.
His name was Neil. He was tall and thin, like a fishing pole, only he was a
fishing pole with circular wire glasses and crisply gelled hair. He was a
fishing pole (sans reel and line) that knew everything there was to know
about computers and had a side business designing computers-which he
had a video commercial for and everything-that kept him busy when he
wasn't working at the pet shop or screwing around with his nerdy computer-savvy friends.
One morning he showed up to work all jittery. He was running around,
prior to opening, coated in a glistening film of sweat-not drops of sweat,
an honest-to-God film that shined like Saran Wrap. And he couldn't stop
moving. He kept trying to help the other employees out with their sections
because he had knocked his out in record time. It was like he was cleaning
the puppy cages in fast forward. Once we opened he kept breathing rapidly,
and the two of us ended up standing next to each other at the front counter.
We were staring out at the reptile cages. We'd just gotten a new chameleon
in, and I was hoping to see him snag a cricket with that massive tongue of
his. But so far, no dice.
Neil seemed to be on edge: twitching, taking short sips of air, running
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his fingers along the smooth gray top of the counter, and grinding his jaw
methodically. I tried to play it cool and act like I didn't notice.
"I didn't sleep at all last night," said Neil.
I sipped my coffee and didn't say anything. Neil reeked of BO.
"My roommate's an EMT. Did you know that?"
I shook my head and sipped my coffee, eyeing the chameleon-still
nothing.
"Yeah. Last night he hooked himself up to a morphine drip. I came
home, and there he was: leaning back in our La-Z-Boy with an IV plugged
into his arm. We've got this pulley system set up-to pass the bong around
without moving-and he was just sitting there, tugging on it for no reason
... IV in his arm." He laughed.
I nodded my head and took another sip of coffee. The chameleon made
like it was going to snap for a cricket, but then ... nothing.
"But he didn't have any morphine for me," he sounded as though this
were some sort of serious faux pas, which, in my own way, I understood. It
is assumed when one is working some vile, self-debasing job, retail in particular-a profession that requires you to behave in a friendly and obliging
manner to people who treat you like a sexually transmitted disease-that if
you have pot, you share it; if you have beer, you share it. This goes for roommates and co-workers, and it is not negotiable. A morphine drip, as bizarre
and self-destructive as it may seem, is the perfect cure for such a job. When
you think about it (I mean really think about being hooked up to a morphine drip: prostrate and doe-eyed, a tube dripping a carefully measured
dose of neuron-negating sap into your veins, one of the world's strongest
painkillers being administered to soothe one of the world's most nagging
pains-a shit job) it seems like all retail employees ought to be supplied a
morphine drip along with their apron and Altoids (gotta have good breath
if you want to make a sale). "So, I took some-" Neil said some bizarre
sounding word like Nigo-phieno-hydro-epeiado-medalacinine. He said it
like it was some sort of farm stand produce that everybody knows about. "I
did a lot of it. Crushed it up and snorted it off the coffee table. I should have
cut it with something. I got really wired. Couldn't sleep. Was up all night on
the computer surfing the web. We just got broadband, by the way."
I asked him how it was working out. "I heard it was slower than their
ads make it sound."
"Well," Neil started scratching the back of his hand aggressively. "It's
hard to say, ya know? 'Cause ... I was all jacked up on-" he said the word
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again. "I also cleaned. I cleaned everything." I suddenly got an image of
Neil's apartment: I saw every corner sparkling, reeking of Pine-Sol and
bleach. I saw every magazine stacked, wiped clean, and alphabetized. No
wrinkled shirts: They'd all been ironed. No stray papers: They'd all been
collected, filed, and also ironed. I saw the CDs rearranged by color. It must
have been immaculate.
"Well," I was unsure how to reply. "Cool." He smelled awful. BO
seemed to permeate the air around him, and the stench was making me sick,
which is impressive because pet shop employees are basically impervious to
foul odors. "Look, Neil." I tried to be nonchalant, "You smell like shit, like,
you reek, dude. Did you shower?"
"No-no!" he seemed to panic immediately. Then he grabbed a can of
the orange spray. Orange spray is the napalm of industrial odor eliminators.
One quick pop of that stuff and truck loads of rotten eggs smell like an
orange grove kissed by a Gulf breeze. But it's strong and corrosive. You
can't spray it in the vicinity of anything plastic, or it will eat through it. So
when Neil grabbed hold of the can, shoved it under his shirt, and shot a generous dose of orange spray up into his naked armpit, it should come as no
surprise that he immediately began to scream. He swatted his armpit and
ran into the back. The sound of the hose we use to clean the puppies
spouting water into the plastic basin in the workroom rumbled, and soon I
could hear water splashing off the floor. Moans drifted through the
swinging doors that led into the back room. When he returned his eyes were
red, his shirt was completely soaked with water on one side, and he smelled
like orange juice.
"You need to lay off that shit, man," I said when he came back to the
front counter.
"I know. It burns."
"No. I was talking about the speed. You're acting nuts."
"I don't know what I'm doing anymore. I feel overworked. Do you feel
overworked?"
"No," I said. But I was lying. I felt completely overworked.
Now, " Youth despairs over the future ... the adult despairs over the
past ... ," according to Kierkegaard, and I think he's right. It was Dave who
helped me to understand this. He was cleaning out the cabinet of the bird
room in search of a field mouse that'd been terrorizing customers at the
shop, while I stood off to the side wringing my hands and feeling awkward.
"Did I ever tell you that I was raised Mormon?" he asked with his butt
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poking out of the cabinet. Given the dimensions of the bird room-basically
the size of a narrow walk-in closet-Dave's ass hovered there at an easily
kickable angle. "Well, I was. I mean, my mom was an alcoholic; like, when
I had to tell the school where to call in case of an emergency, I gave them
the number of a bar. But ... when stuff ... when things happened, I'd have
to stand up in front of the congregation and confess to the whole room-"
The mouse's feet emitted a cute, creepy patter from somewhere inside the
cabinet. "It was weird. Well, maybe. The thing is, growing up Mormon-"
he kept interrupting himself, tossing containers around inside the cabinet
and slapping the floor. "When I was about to graduate high school I signed
up for the army. For some reason"-he made a sound that I think was a
la ugh-" and when the recruiter came to the door of our trailer I panicked.
I had my brother go and stall the guy while I crawled out the back window.
Then I ran until I found this beat-up old car. I figured I'd steal the car and
drive out of state, but when I got in the owner came out. He held me at
knifepoint until the cops came. They demanded that I attend some sort of
trade school, so I decided to become a cook." The image of a young Dave
being held at knifepoint was a sad and hilarious sight, especially when you
factor in that it was probably some dull kitchen knife. "One thing led to
another and I ended up in Chicago. I was doing banquet meals at a hotel
downtown-" he said the name of a ritzy hotel, "I got a part-time job at the
Evanston store for extra cash and decided I liked working with animals
more than being a cook. If I didn't give up being a cook I'd either be a drug
addict or dead today." The mouse appeared and then disappeared. "Shit."
Dave crawled all the way into the cabinet-only his sneakers were visibleand as he poked around he said, "I should have gone back to school,
though. After you do this for a while you hit a wall. You get stuck. Before
you know it, this is all you can ... Oh! I've got him-I've got him!"
Dave lifted himself up with one hand, holding the mouse wrapped in a
paper towel in the other. His thin blond hair clung to his flushed forehead,
and his gold-wire glasses hung crookedly from his nose. He had a deceptively
placid-looking face and robust beer belly that caused his teal shirt to parachute out. The mouse's tail was twitching between his fingers. "Go dump this
guy across the street by the train tracks," he said. "And be casual about it; I
don't want the customers seeing you leaving animals out by the tracks."
I crossed the street and let the mouse go. It was a field mouse. They're
not very cute. They have brown, grizzled fur and tiny pink feet that move
too swiftly to see when they are in motion. It scurried along the iron rail for
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a few yards and then darted east, away from the shop. I lit a cigarette and
started thinking seriously about going back to school. A few weeks later I
decided, while I was cleaning a puppy's diarrhea off the bars of its cage, that
college sounded better than what I was doing. I told Dave. He wrote me a
letter of recommendation and threw a party for me at his house. It was a
shrimp boil, and it was a very kind gesture.
It's important to keep in mind that Kierkegaard could be more full of
shit than those puppies I used to clean up after. I say this because many of
the things he said make him sound extremely unstable. For instance,
Kierkegaard said, "I do all I can to make myself the one who is incriminated, as if I were the only one." Creepy, right? Now, I'm not bashing good
old S0ren. He was without a doubt a mercurial and eccentric individual, one
who purportedly canceled an engagement with a girl using the phrase, "God
has annulled the marriage," but he also left behind a large body of philosophical works that people are still paging through and discussing. Sartre,
de Beauvior, Camus, and Merleau-Ponty all read and considered his ideas,
and many argue that he is one of the founders of existentialism. But I'm not
an existentialist.
Yes, yes: it is important to "make being be." And, yes, yes: It is true that
we "perform ourselves for others." Still, I feel like a lot of existentialism is
really just self-help laced with academic hyperbole.
But existentialism is making a point I do agree with, which is that you
need to be active and make the most of your life. I just think there could be
a better way of saying it. I think you can motivate a person to make something of him/herself without convincing them that they are miserable.
At the pet shop, when I couldn't get a kitten out of its cage (because kittens are horrifyingly stubborn) I found that rather than prying their eggshell
frames off the bars, I could just dangle the edge of my apron at the door,
and they'd come bounding out for the attack. The promise of something
more is its own enticement. But people are smarter than kittens. We weigh
the options and risks. You know, when a cat looks in the mirror, it's not conscious that it is seeing itself. They only see another cat. They have no conception of "I." Only a few animals do. If they had the concept of "I," they
might not bound out immediately. They may second-guess the act of
bounding: "Will I look stupid? What if I don't grab hold of the blue flappy
thing-will my captor think less of me?" and so on. But here's the thing:
When that kitten went for the blue apron string, it was that kitten's salvation. Once there, it was in my hands, and in my hands it found its way into
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some lonely rich lady's arms, who melted like butter on an Arizona mesa,
and then she bought shitloads of toys and took the little tyke home with
tears in her eyes, thanking me profusely as I said, "No problem," and tallied
up my comm1ss1on.
You need to take risks. You need to make an effort to grow and challenge yourself. That dread that prefaces a movement forward is a sign you're
on the right track. Mark Twain makes a point similar to Kierkegaard's, but
he gets it across by looking at action rather than agony. Twain said, "Twenty
years from now you will be more disappointed by the things you didn't do
than by the ones you did do. So throw off the bowlines. Sail away from the
safe harbor. Catch the trade winds in your sails. Explore. Dream. Discover."
That's my point. To hell with dog shit, exacting customers, and existentialism. There's a whole world to discover. It's not a matter of despair; it's a
matter of gumption.
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Raising Chickens
Maggie Ritchie

WHEN MY PARENTS MOVED US TO CALIFORNIA, IT WAS ONLY NATURAL THAT WE

would get some kind of farm animal. See, we didn't move to the glamorous
Hollywood part, or the sandy beaches part, or the artsy San Francisco part,
no, no sir, we moved to the creepy, hillbilly, backwoods part. At ten years
old, I didn't understand the appeal of country life. Frankly, I still don't. But
my dad had something to prove to his younger brother about having a
bigger house and a better job and, as a result, my mother and I felt owed.
Horses were out of the question. Too big, too expensive, and they eat too
damn much. Cows have the same problem and are even less fun because you
can't ride them. Pigs are gross and goats are weird. We settled on chickens.
At the livestock and feed store on Main Street, we picked up four tiny
fluffy yellow chicks. They were two dollars each! The sheer value excited us.
Think of the returns on that investment! You could easily spend two dollars
on a dozen eggs at the grocery store, but would they be fresh? Would they
be half as delicious? And even if they were your normal, white, grocery store
eggs, these chicks had to lay a dozen eggs a week, at least, right? And, more
importantly, I got to hold some fluffy yellow baby chicks.
We took them home and they chirped in a shoebox in our laundry room.
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But then, after only a few weeks, the chicks became something else. They
reached their awkward phase. They transformed into gawky little freaks,
their necks too long, their feathers growing in patchy and dull yellow, their
eyes bulging and their beaks too big for their faces. They were half miniostrich and half space alien. They were so ugly and Martian-like that my
mother and I built a diorama of what we thought Mars looked like, with
purple hills, a green sun, and a saucer-shaped spacecraft. We put them in the
diorama and took pictures to document our sighting.
But after that, they stopped being fun. They started making awful
sounds. You know how teenage boys' voices crack? Well, the same thing
happens to chickens. The sound is something like a broken trumpet or a
goose being strangled. The teen months were hard on them.
My dad got tired of them being in the laundry room. They could no
longer be confined to their shoeboxes and would be hopping all around our
folded laundry. It is also important to note here that chickens, and all other
birds, lack a certain anatomical gift that we humans rarely think about: the
sphincter. Yes, they cannot decide whether or not to poop, or when, for that
matter. It is odd watching a chicken shit. They don't seem to even know that
it's happening. Anyway, no one wants that in their laundry room, or anywhere in their house.
Dad decided to make them a chicken coop. My father, born and raised in
San Francisco, far from any wildlife or tool sheds, went and bought two-byfours, chicken wire, and some hinges to make a gate. He built a coop on the
side of our barn (which seems like it should hold animals, but instead housed
my father's pinball machines and motorcycles). My mother and I stood by to
help, but mainly just passed him tools when he asked for them like a surgeon
asking for a #10 blade: "Phillips head. Allen wrench. Hammer."
It seemed good enough when we were done, so my mother and I went
out and got seven more chicks and a feeder. We put the feeder in the middle
of the coop in front of their little nesting hutch and scattered broken oyster
shells on the ground for digestion. We were proud.
Then the first death befell our chickens. The one who I had sardonically
named "Breakfast" had escaped. "Flown the coop" is actually apropos here.
See, what most people don't know is that chickens can fly, sort of. They can
get enough air to fly over, say, four-foot fences, which happened to be the
height of the fences that my father built. Breakfast lay dead on the ground,
her neck broken by a wolf or coyote. It was a tragic day. I felt guilty for
naming her Breakfast.
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My father bought more two-by-fours and chicken wire and built
upward, doubling up the wire. "It's a fortress," he said .
Then it rained. Now, remember earlier when I told you the fun fact about
chickens and sphincters? Well, think about ten chickens in an enclosed eightfoot-by-ten-foot area. Shit piles up. Add some rain to the mix, and you get a
four-inch deep layer of shit mud and a bunch of wet, shitty, angry chickens.
My mother was so worried they'd die that she sent my dad to the hardware
store again for some sheets of plastic to make them a roof. He came back and
made us help him put it up that night in the rain. He shouted orders from
atop a ladder and clanged his pneumatic nail gun while we held the sheet
steady from the ground. As thunder boomed and lightning cracked behind
him in the dark sky, the only word I could think of was dangerous. But I
couldn't think of a lot of words mainly because of the smell.
Shit smells bad. This is a fact of life. But many-day-old shit soaked in
water and squished around by twenty chicken feet (attached to chickens that
were still shitting) is a smell all its own. It's almost reptilian, the shit smell, like
if you stuck your head in a dirty iguana cage, but with an extra feathers smell.
We all kept gagging. When my father was done with the roof, he climbed
down the ladder and threw up over the fence into our neighbor's yard.
A few days later, after we were over it all, my mother decided we needed
a rooster. When we were at the feed store, we couldn't decide which of two
baby roosters was cuter, so we bought them both. Now, any decent farmer
with any kind of conscience will tell you that this is a bad idea. (The man
who ran the feed store did not.) Roosters are very competitive, and will
fight to the death for anything they want.
More chicken murder followed. The first was when the larger rooster,
Tank, pecked the smaller rooster, Othello, to death. I found him when I
went to feed the chickens. I should've stopped giving such foreboding names
to my pets, but I was in my Shakespeare phase.
Then, well, you know how people will refer to a "pecking order"? The
term comes from chickens. The largest, most dominant chicken eats first. If
someone butts in front, they get pecked, usually in the eye. The smallest eats
last. The problem is, the young chickens (who are often the smallest) are too
young and dumb to understand this rule until it's too late. There were more
deaths as a result. Not to mention, they'd also peck at my shins when I came
in to feed them or take their eggs. I began to fear them.
Each chicken lays about one egg a day, so I'd have to go in and grab
them from their angry mothers. I had special oven mitts for this task. Also,
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the eggs, though lovely and many-colored when clean, do not come out clean.
They come out covered in a clear, sticky goo, to which feathers and shit
adhere in a manner that would make any quiche fan want to vomit. I had to
collect them, protecting my arms from the pecking and the angry clucking and
the beady hateful glares, and then put them gently in a bucket and get the hell
out, all while holding my breath because of the smell. Then I had to take them
into the laundry room and clean them under cold water so I didn't cook them.
Then I could put them in the fridge with all the others.
We ate so many eggs. At first, it was wonderful. You can instantly tell
the difference between store-bought and home-grown. But then we realized
we had about nine eggs a day. There were omelets. There were fried eggs,
scrambled, poached, sunny-side up, over easy, souffles, and, yes, quiche. My
mother then started adding eggs to dishes where they didn't belong: in the
spaghetti, the braciole, the lasagna. It was always a grim surprise.
But not as grim as the surprise of a stillborn chick in your brownie mix,
no sir! Nothing like an aborted chicken fetus, still curled up and pink,
waiting for the right time to burst through its shell! I was scarred for life,
not only by the sight, but at my mother answering the question of why some
eggs had chicks and others didn't.
After a time, I started middle school. My dad lost his job and had to
focus full-time on raising money some other way. He was working on a
website for motorcycle videos that he himself would shoot. He was busy
ordering T-shirts and learning HTML. My mom lost interest in the chickens,
as she'd made friends with a group of women who formed a quilters' guild.
It was time for it to be over.
An older couple in retirement lived down the road from us-Nancy and
Clancy, I shit you not. Clancy was an old rancher, so we city folk called him
over to help with offing our chickens, my pets. He showed up wearing just
what you'd expect a cowboy to wear: the hat, the boots, the jeans and
flannel, and the giant metal belt buckle as big as a salad plate.
It started off as something casual and congenial, but like the famous
"leave the gun, take the cannoli" scene in The Godfather, it took a nasty
turn. Our cowboy Clemenza took a chicken under his arm like a football
and said, "Let's git 'er done." Then, unceremoniously, he grasped her head
in his fist and swung her around like a double-dutch jump rope. He let her
go in our vegetable garden and she ran in haphazard circles, her head
flopped unnaturally over to one side. The old cowboy laughed.
My mother and father and I all stood in a line, drop-jawed. Suddenly, I
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loved that chicken, the way you can love anything when you see it in pain,
dying. He did it to all the chickens, even Tank, the rooster.
I cried with relief and sorrow when it was over and my mother put an
arm around my shoulder. But it wasn't over.
Next was the feathering. Clancy, a veritable Michael Corleone, showed
me how to feather our victims, dipping them once in a bucket of hot water,
then cold, like blanching tomatoes. Then we pulled the feathers in the direction of growth from my pets' dead bodies, head still attached so that, occasionally, I could look into their beady, lifeless eyes.
Then Clancy used my mother's largest butcher knife to chop off the heads
and open their chests. He demonstrated the gutting process for us once,
wherein, with one meaty naked hand, he scooped out all the blood and organs,
including yellow, translucent eggs in various stages of growth, into a bucket. I
vomited on our lemon tree and cried. I was excused after that.
We had pizza for dinner that night, but I wasn't hungry. I sulked in my room.
The next night, my mother served us one of our own chickens. I couldn't
help but wonder if it was one of the late Breakfast's sisters, Lunch or Dinner.
We simultaneously knifed off a forkful and shoved it in our mouths. We
chewed. The texture was rubber and the flavor, well, the flavor was the
exact smell of the chicken coop. My parents swallowed. I politely spit it into
my napkin. We all took a sip of water and stared at our plates.
My mother was the first to speak. "When I was a little girl, my father
bought me a bunny rabbit. Can you imagine? In Brooklyn, a bunny rabbit.
He was white with pink eyes. I named him Cottontail.
"My father took a special interest in him. He was always petting him
and feeding him. Then, one day, Cottontail went missing. I spent the whole
day going from door to door, asking if my neighbors had seen a white rabbit
with pink eyes. No one had." She paused, poked some broccoli with a fork.
"That night, my mother served 'California chicken.' I didn't put it
together then. I was only a little girl. But later in life I always suspected that
we ate Cottontail that night." She put her hands down flat on the table on
each side of her plate. "Now that I know what California chicken tastes
like, I'm positive." She laughed. My father and I chuckled, then broke out
into hearty laughter that made tears come from our eyes and our sides ache.
Then, silently, we scraped the chicken off our plates into the garbage
can. I did the dishes while my mother emptied the chicken carcasses out of
the freezer into a black garbage bag. It was my night to take out the trash,
but my mother did it for me.
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Boy Scouts
Phillip Paul Bauer

THE BOY SCOUT TROOP SITS OUTSIDE OF THE ST. DENIS RECTORY YELLING AND

laughing. We pick at the achievement patches on our navy blue outfits and
pull on the yellow and red plastic merit beads that look strangely like
Lemonheads, and I suspect I'm not alone in my desire to pluck them off
the strings and suck on them. Yellow scarves are bound loosely around thin
Irish-Catholic necks and drawn together with small bronze clasps, a wolf's
head embossed on their fronts. Our shirts are untucked as we joke about
our favorite shows and movies, occasionally stopping to snicker greasily
over stories of adolescent whack attacks. Some of them laugh knowingly,
but are wary of laughing too much, fearful that their eagerness is transparent and that somehow everyone else will come to the collective and
almost supernatural realization that they have never actually experienced an
orgasm. A few boys sit on the fringe of the cluster, Game Boys illuminated
in their hands, and oblivious to the other boys' banter as they maneuver the
Safari Zone and try so desperately to catch that fucking Kangaskhan with
those weak-ass Safari Balls.
Two of the den fathers sit close by keeping an eye on the Cubs. Mr.
Gibson, the larger of the two, has a cigarette dangling from his lips as smoke
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oozes out from an almost imperceptible fissure in his lips. I like to think the
smoking helps him keep a better eye on us. He is not a tall man. He is
balding and wears a mustache. His dark, beady eyes are hidden behind
those Transitions lenses, only his seem to be perpetually under the impression that the sun has exploded and flaming pieces of it are headed straight
for his eyes. Mr. Gibson is heavy-not morbidly obese, but more in the
sense of density. He is wide and looks as solid as a truck, his potbelly a protruding sphere of iron. He sits on the concrete steps, and in the blurry
blue-black haze of twilight when vision becomes hallucination, I can almost
see the stone beneath him bending slightly beneath his weight.
Mr. Gibson scans over us, like the Terminator; I imagine how we all
look through the infrared viewfinder eyes, our bodies being mapped in twodimensional grids. And then his eyes sweep over me and I feel the contrasting push and pull of mild repulsion and some other unnameable
feeling. I feel strange being looked at by an adult who doesn't necessarily
know that I know he's watching me, even if for a moment. I want him to
stop, and after a few seconds he looks elsewhere, perhaps at his own porky,
dimpled child. That's when the other feeling begins its intravenous slowdrip into me, and before I know it the sensation has taken me over: I want
him to look back at me, for his eyes to slide their way across my face and
body just once more. I want him to come over to me, put a hand on my
shoulder or leg or face. I can imagine his thick, warm, calloused fingers
gliding delicately across my flushed cheek and falling down around my
shoulders, pulling me into a bottomless embrace, the kind I've seen him give
his own son after one of our basketball games. I can almost feel it go deeper,
his touch extending inside of me, through me. My skin is hot and slick now;
goosebumps have erupted over my entire body as my fantasy slowly seeps
out through my pores and I realize that half of the boys have gone already.
Mr. Gibson has put out his cigarette, and both he and Mr. Bentley are
standing now. A car pulls up and Peter Rios stands and jogs to the passengerside door. His father rolls down the side window and smiles at the den
fathers. "Jim, Matt," he says lifting his hand stiffly, not waving like the
mothers would. They drive away and the curb is choked in exhaust. Mr.
Bentley walks up to the six or seven of us who are left, his short legs carrying
him awkwardly over to us. "You guys have all your stuff?" he asks. His thin
lips barely move, and it seems impossible that he is talking. We all nod our
heads in agreement. "And remember, now, we're going to be meeting at Mr.
Gibson's house on Friday night. You don't need your uniforms, but bring
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your Scout manuals." Again, we barely mutter acknowledgment.
I look down the street and see my mother's Ford Explorer approaching,
the large beige beast rolling past the school and church toward the front of
the rectory. My mother always puts on the four-wheel drive when she picks
me up from Boy Scout meetings. She's a single mother and I suspect she feels
she must assert some kind of hard-edged authority and prove that she's just
as badass as any of the fathers-which she is. I can only guess that she
assumes the men will know the look and sound of a truck in four-wheel
drive and feel the burn as they pick up their Waspy children in small
Japanese sedans. Despite her vehicular display, she is undeniably a lady, her
nails painted a sensible rose and her curly dark hair pulled back simply and
elegantly into a pearl clip.
"Ready to go, old man?" she asks, with the passenger window rolled
down. I collect myself off the pavement and wave halfheartedly to the videogame boys. I open the door, putting my foot up onto the ledge of the truck
and pulling myself up into the seat. She reminds me to put on my seat belt
and I do. I can smell pizza, and there is the unmistakable clink of a twelve
pack as I spread my feet out on the floor-all tell-tale signs that my uncle
will be at our house. Mr. Gibson lifts a hand to wave to my mother. I turn
to her and watch as she waves back, a wide smile stretched between her soft
cheeks, looking younger than most of the other boys' mothers. I see their
faces, white and worn, their busy, bright eyes exuding a sense of mania, and
the fringes of their hair have begun to gray. But not my mother's.
The engine rumbles slightly as she shifts the truck into drive. Several of
the other boys sit on the curb just a few feet behind us. I don't like most of
them. I have a vivid fantasy of my mother pulling up in her truck, only it's
larger and louder, its bowels revving. She wears a bright red dress and a
crimson flower tucked into her sleek hair. She laughs as I buckle my seat
belt; the engine roars and I begin to laugh, too. She shifts gears and slams
her foot down on the pedal; a cloud of exhaust and flame is propelled from
the rear of the car and engulfs the boys on the sidewalk. Their top layer of
skin sloughs off in sheets like they're blast victims at Hiroshima, and we
laugh wildly as the truck rips down the street. There is something wrong
about the level of satisfaction that this fantasy provides me.
She eases her foot off of the brake and the car begins to move forward.
Before we've gone more than ten feet I glance back in the rearview mirror
at the curb of boys. Already another car has pulled up and a father steps out
on the driver's side. He walks around the front of the car and leans down,
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his arms spread wide like a bird's wings. One of the boys stands and walks
to him, and the man curls his outstretched arms around the boy, drawing
him in close. And until now I had almost forgotten about the fantasy I had
had on the sidewalk. The seconds move slowly, and if I didn't know better,
I would think they were moving backward. Neither breaks the embrace,
and I feel the sensation returning to my body, the desire for that affection,
wishing I had a father who would pick me up from Scouts and take me in
his arms the exact same way.
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For Richard
Eliza Fogel

THERE IS A PICTURE OF MY GRANDMOTHER FROM HAPPIER DAYS. ALA IS THIRTEEN

with colt-thin legs and spindly arms peeking out of a dark coat with shiny
buttons. She is bent forward in what surely must be an accidental laugh, carrying a large wreath around her neck, the branches swallowing up her
shoulders. It's a giant horseshoe of greenery with a thick white ribbon tied
into one of the brambles. I don't know what it's for but the scene is full of
snow and happiness and Christmas. In the picture, she still has both of her
eyes. This is before you could cup one of her blue irises in your hand and
pet it like a cherished marble.
My mother had warned us not to ask about Ala's fishy eye. So my sister,
Kasia, and I started guessing. Sewing-machine accident. Sparkler mishap.
Worm hook. No answer seemed unreasonable except for the truth. We'd wait
for bedtime, for Ala to pluck out her eyeball and drop it in a jar of water. It
was an old baby food jar from which she'd removed the picture of the smiling
Gerber baby. The eye would bob up and down, watching us from the bathroom counter. Kasia and I would hop around the honeycomb tiles and wait
for the eye to right itself in our direction, and when it did we'd scream.
We'd talk to it and pet it through the glass as if it were a goldfish. We'd
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ask it silly questions, using it like a Magic 8-Ball. And at the age of three
and four, the questions were pretty basic: Will the grandmas wash their
pantyhose tonight? Will Grandpa Wally bring home cow candy? Will Uncle
Stanley let us watch Creature Feature? Ala would overhear us giggling and
she'd swing open the door and shoo us out of the bathroom with one of her
talcum-powdered slippers. We'd look up into her fleshy socket that looked
like the droopy head of a pink rose, and run into the arms of our greatgrandmother, Steffa.
Steffa wore chunky glasses that magnified her roly-poly eyes. Her
corneas bumped against the lenses like bothersome bunions and filmed the
scratched plastic with cloudy streaks. Steffa was my fortune-telling greatgrandmother who read leaves. She kept a white kettle on the back burner
and a magical box full of loose tea. Steffa would dump the teacups onto the
saucers and read the clumps. My great-grandmother could see all the
answers, even though her sight was piecemeal.
Because the grandmothers were fairly blind, they spent their days
groping around the kitchen, reaching pell-mell for rolling pins and measuring cups and jumbling together myriad ingredients: bloody beets, acornsized breadcrumbs, silvery cuts of carp, yellow hearts of soft-boiled eggs.
Inevitably, they fed every item into the black pot on the stove, splashing up
the buttery water. Ala and Steffa would plop down on vinyl chairs and
throw their breasts onto the kitchen table, their heavy bosoms spreading
across the cracked-ice laminate. They'd watch the pot and listen to the wet
sizzles and pops, and they would chop onions and pink potatoes and cube
slices of pork belly. They'd sit beneath the holy pictures of Jezus and mince
meat and words, gossiping about neighbors with gold teeth, and warning
each other about thunderstorms and late-night knocks at the front door.
Kasia and I would sit beneath the kitchen table listening and staring at the
coarse hairs poking through their nude knee-highs. A chubby old arm
would reach under and pull us out by the scruff like a cat snatching up its
kittens.
They'd put us to nap on a puffy, red comforter, and as soon as our bottoms hit, the down feathers would squeeze out of the stitches. Their sleepytime stories began like most other fairytales. There were no books in the
house on Lawndale so the stories often changed to suit the grandmothers'
needs. Once upon a time was rolled all into one Polish word, Raz, fiercely
hushed from their peppery lips. Some stories contained a terrible witch
named Baba Jaga, and others told of the diabel scraping his pitchfork
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through the sugar bowl or of aniolki batting their heavenly wings into a loaf
of rising bread. There was one theme, however, that surfaced in almost every
tale. A child was lost forever, never to come home.
The grandmothers had warned Kasia and I that Baba Jaga would appear
if we didn't finish our blood sausage-a mixture of buckwheat and pig's
blood-or eat all of our stuffed cabbage, equally terrifying. Watery yellow
leaves were bad enough, but in Polish, the word for stuffed cabbage,
golqbki, is also the diminutive form of the word pigeons. My sister and I
would stare at the rows of soggy lumps both hungry and sad. We'd poke at
the meat and say prayers, making the sign of the cross over the little birds
we thought we were about to eat. We had no choice. Baba Jaga would come
and steal us away if we didn't finish our meal.
The grandmothers led us to believe Baga was around every corner
watching for us to make a mistake. Kasia and I had searched for Baga in the
hole in the bathroom's pearl-blue wall and in the small door in the yellow
pantry. We'd creep together, holding a wooden spoon and a candle, peeking
into dark corners and finding the fiery hiss of the water heater and sweaty
copper pipes. We thought we spotted her once, in a runny-yolk glow, a shriveled face hiding beneath a cherry-colored babushka.

Did you see her?
I did.
Me too.
We were children. We lied.
The family lived in a three-bedroom apartment. Grandma Ala and Uncle
Stanley shared the bed in the pale blue room. And Grandma Steffa slept on the big
bed in the pink, flowery bedroom. But Grandpa Wally slept in the cellar with his
silver coins and stacks of old calendars from the Gladstone Bank. So what about
the third bedroom, the first one off the kitchen directly across from the bathroom?
My dead father lived in this bedroom. This room was for my father's ghost.
It was always Christmas in my father's bedroom. All of his belongings
had been removed except for the few things that reminded the grandmothers of his last holiday, when the family had kneeled together at St.
Hyacinth's Church. A two-foot-high pine tree stayed in the corner yearround, as did the empty red, blue, green, and gold foil boxes set beneath the
boughs, a pile fit for a mouse family. The thimble-sized white holiday lights
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would twinkle-twinkle, and my sister and I would lie on the foldout couch,
whispering to each other, unable to fall asleep. The house would quiet with
only the sound of the refrigerator or the peck-peck of a cockroach scurrying, and about once an hour a rickety door would creak open and a car
would slip inside a garage off the alley. My sister and I would hug each
other. We were scared that our father would come back, that he'd spirit into
the bedroom and crawl under the sheets, pinching our toes, and demand to
know why we were in his bed. Or worse, he'd ask us what happened to him
and we didn't know because no one would tell us. We just knew he was
dead and that was as far as the story had been told.

The grandmothers needed chuck roast to grind and a bit of cow spine
so the patties would hold their shape. So, Basia took five steps down the
cement stoop and headed toward the butcher shop on Milwaukee Avenue.
It was a sunless day in March, 1971, and she was bundled in her brown fur
coat that was as soft as a suede eraser. The shaggy yarns spooling from the
wrists made it extra stylish. I was buried beneath the soft fabric, sleeping
inside her stomach. She kept me hidden behind a row of buttons and rubbed
me for good luck, knowing things could not get worse. My father, Richard,
had been dead for almost two months but she kept borrowing his socks and
tucking them back inside his half of the drawer.
It was snowing lightly and the flakes melted just as they reached the
sidewalk. Some flakes wet my mother's widow's peak and glistened the top
of her tarnished-spoon hair. She'd dyed it silver for the funeral and it sat
now on her head, the blond roots growing out and competing with the gray
strands. She stroked her damp hair with regret. She'd run out of the house
without a hat and ignored the grandmothers' yells out the window.
It was getting dark. Car tires growled in her ears and horns wailed,
angry that the snow was starting to take hold. And maybe my eyebrows
tickled her tummy or maybe I'd sucked my thumb too hard or maybe my
ear bones had finally hardened enough to hear the street sounds. Something
stopped her in front of Animal Kingdom. Basia leaned over and pressed her
palm against the pet shop window. She brushed her hand against the mural
of people and animals dancing together and a streak of black paint flecked
off. She clapped a zebra's stripe out of her hand and let it drop to the snow.
Basia stepped inside, into the aisles full of plastic castles and dusty fake
ferns, and she walked to the very back, to the jungle land where the wild
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things lived with everyday animals.
Parrots squawked and monkeys screeched. She stood in the center of the
big room and looked up at the cheetah sleeping in a loft. The big cat pressed
its spots into the black bars of the cage. Straight ahead she spied an ostrich
with one oogly eye closed. To her left were cages of floppy puppies trying to
chew their escape and to her right were kittens meowing and pushing their
paws out to shake. But in the middle of the room, one green cage stood
alone. Basia stepped closer. Could it be? The price tag read $650.00, Baby
Sloth Bear. Basia whispered, Mee-sha.
Can I hold? Basia asked the woman with cuddly animals patched to her
blue smock. The salty woman gave Basia one of those sour-pickle looks.
Well, I have to clean its cage, the woman said as if her compliance was
a noble gesture. She clasped her hand around the back of the furry thing's
little neck and pulled the cub's ears back into an unnatural flex. The bear
whimpered but the woman ignored the low cry. She handed the animal to
my mother.
Basia stood there holding the baby bear as the woman swept wood
shavings into a heavy trash bag. Basia pressed the misha into her fur coat,
into me, and the little thing licked her ear. She whispered something precious
that I couldn't quite hear. Knowing her, she was making promises: I bring
you apples. I make you nalesniki. I cut your toenails. She wanted the misha
to come home with us, to come sleep in the bed and take up the empty space
my father had left behind.
My mother tapped the woman on the shoulder. The bear dug its nails
into Basia's coat when the woman said, Now what?
I no have money, but I pay next and take baby home, my mom said. She
continued rocking the bear, rocking me, and singing us a lullaby:
Ah-ah-ah, ah-ah-ah,
kotki dwa.
There were once two little kittens.
Ah-ah-ah, two little kittens,
They were both grayish-brown.
Oh, sleep, my darling,
If you'd like a star from the sky I'll give you one.
All children, even the bad ones,
Are already asleep,
Only you are not.
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Baby, Basia said, kissing the bear's neck and not wanting to put it back
in the wiry cage. But the woman pulled the cub away and shoved it back in
its pen. Deep down, I felt my mother's sadness. My chin quivered and I swallowed fluid and rattled out empty cries that forced my mother's hand onto
her pregnant belly, if only to reassure me. We'd get misha. We'd find a way.
Misha was just like us, far from home in a strange land, missing his family;
but stuff like that only happens in fairy tales and Mom was too old for makebelieve.
Basia left the shop with her head lowered. Underfoot, snow crunched
and gray slush splashed up with every step. Mom didn't have any money.
She was a nineteen-year-old widow living with the Logan Square grandmothers who'd lost their son and grandson, and were reluctant to let her
stay in the brownstone.
The family did a good job keeping my father's death shrouded in mystery. It was the tale no one wished to tell. They never spoke of him. My
sister and I wanted to know what had happened, where he'd disappeared
to. All of the grandmothers' stories were centered around the loss of a child,
but they never directly named our father, even though they'd probably told
us a thousand different ways how he'd died, but nothing factual, nothing
real. Nothing like the Coroner's Certificate of Death.
Birthplace: Poland
Citizen: Poland
Occupation: Machinist
Death caused by: Multiple Injuries Extreme.
My sister and I needed to know more, and we were fascinated with
death because no one would tell us where people go when they're no longer
sitting at the kitchen table. We weren't even shown pictures of his face or
what he might have worn to Christmas dinner. Sadness lived in every corner
of the brick house, and though Richard's death was ever present in every
moment, the vestiges of his existence were nowhere to be found. His things
had turned into ghosts, but we could feel his presence inside the house's
walls. Kasia and I thought he'd turned invisible and we thought that if we
turned invisible we might bump into him in a secret angel hallway, somewhere our hands could accidently brush and play patty-cake.
I would give anything to speak with my father, to have just one day with
him and touch his hands and see how his lips turned up when he smiled or
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to hear his voice and listen to him say my name, just once, to stroke the top
of my head and tell me everything's OK, little girl. All I have is his slick
gravestone with the flaming heart of Jesus and his start and end dates. All I
can do is go to the places he once was and imagine his steps, conjure his
image, and pretend ... you are here, and you are here ... Dr. Cerny's office,
the basement of Marshall Field's, Navy Pier.
Wednesday. It's November and I'm sitting in a classroom studying
Chicago's history. A filmstrip spins on a giant reel, clicking round and
round, and an ancient weather report flashes on the screen. In the scratchy
footage, a man who is poorly dressed for winter runs toward the camera,
wearing a red scarf and a leather jacket. He has no gloves, and his shoes are
too low-cut and well-polished for a blizzard. He moves further into frame
and he's squinting so hard his eyes shrink into staples. I lean over my desk
and whisper, Wait, I think it's my father. But this is the blizzard of 1976 and
Richard is already dead. Wishful thinking.
Thursday. I check out some tapes and continue watching footage. Some
of my old favorite newscasters-John Drury and Fahey Flynn-appear on
the screen, talking about more snow in the forecast. A weatherman in a
trench coat and an ear hat reports from the street: Boy, it's cold outside.
Windchill factors are expected to get dangerously cold tonight, 75 below, so
if you don't have to travel, it's best to stay inside where ifs warm and keep
off the roads. The camera turns to people pushing against the blustery snow,
leaning their lowered faces into the wind. And in the background, look,
there they are, my grandparents trudging through plowed, hip-deep trenches
walled in powdery ice, carrying bags full of-what did they always carry?
Buttermilk and potatoes and onions and snaky sausage with marrow the
size of a BB.
I swear, it's Ala wearing one of her flowery babushkas beneath a furtrimmed hat. I know it's them, Babcia and Dziadza, Grandma and Grandpa.
Look at the warm bear coats covering their backs. They're no longer a
fading memory. They are creeping along, holding each other up, carrying a
paper bag with tall bread teetering off to the side. I rewind the scene again
and again, believing it's real. I drive to my mom's and play her the tape. We
are sitting on her bed in Glenview while I excitedly tell her-It's them.
It could be, why not? she says. They look like the same people.
Her nightstand is full of Woman's World magazines and glasses half full
of water, and she reaches over the clutter into the bottom drawer. She pulls
out a dusty manila envelope and hands it to me. The paper is faded and the
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color has turned from mustard yellow to a light peach.
You might want these, she says.
What is it?
The envelope is the weight of a dissertation.
They're your father's papers from school, when he was a kid.
I've never seen my father's handwriting, practiced on browned sheets of
paper in soft, cornflower blue ink. I drive home. I don't look inside. I want to
take my time. I leave the package on the teak dining table and turn on the television. Snow is coming, but I already know because I feel it in my bones.
Friday. The city is flat and gray with a pinch of green sky, perfect conditions for snow. Above my balcony swarms a thick layer of clouds. Steamy
breath rises from the people fifteen stories below. The street glistens with
salt and the sparkle of damp asphalt. And I want it to snow, for everything
to be covered in white cake, up to the heads of parking meters, so that with
every step I take, I'll sink. I write in my journal:
I want it to snow. Really, really snow.
Snow that forces flakes into my mouth, tearing into my eyes
Snow that thunderously drums like kernels in hot oil, snow.
Snow so hard it will take me back to 1976, before life unfairly locked
into periods and field trips.
These trembled stars I will keep, this snow.
I finish writing my plea for wintry weather and look over at my father's
mysterious papers, still packaged. The gummy seal has lost all its tack, and
the contents slide out across the table. I touch the boyish pages. His name
is scrawled over and over again, with excruciatingly neat penmanship, and
the pages are littered with official pink stamps from the Communist era.
Pretty purple seals are embossed on report cards and everything is scripted
in Polish slants, a crooked tongue. One page catches my eye because it is
messy and not as practiced as the rest. The writing is freer, as if my father
were sitting in class, caught in a daydream, and skywriting with his pen.
On November 11, 1964, behind a school desk in Room 214 in the town
of Szczecin, my father wrote:
When year equally.
Hoarse-voisem, hour, second after halfnight, everywhere reign deep,
quietly. (to break off) only distant scum) ostentatiously
(snow storm
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Was it a message? In the same breath that I'd begged the gods for a blizzard,
I opened a package hidden all this time, to discover that forty years ago in a
very distant November, my father sat in his classroom, daydreaming, writing
down a slew of words with no rhyme or reason, wishing for a showy snowstorm. This is all I have. These few documented details of this boy's life, a
father I'd never meet. But this was enough to tell me we were similar with our
funny words and desperate stories. We shared the same wishes and only part
of him died that night. I was still here counting snowflakes.
This is what I heard: Richard and Mom went out that night to meet
Eddie, who'd just come home from Vietnam. Dad asked Stash, the bartender, "You seen him?" Stash shook his head no, but three uniformed soldiers said, "Yeah, man. Eddie went to Archie's. We're going to meet 'im."
Mom was tired. She rubbed her stiff legs and pushed her hands into her
achy back. Dad said goodnight and kissed her forehead and her belly. She
took the car home and Richard continued on with the partying soldiers.
This is what Grandma Steffa did: She begged him not to go. She'd read his
leaves that morning in his teacup, and the signs were not good. Not good at
all. She cried as he stepped out the door, and he shooed her away, lifting his
arm, dismissing such nonsense and saying, I'll be home soon. I won't be late.
This is what Grandma Ala and Grandpa Wally did: They changed Uncle
Stanley's pajamas and warmed him a glass of chocolate milk.
This is what Mom did: She took a warm bath. She said, I fell asleep in
the tub and had a bad dream. I saw your father walking barefoot in a junkyard. He was shaking his head no, wearing a bright red scarf around his
neck. Crows landed on his shoulders. He said, "I'm so sorry." I jolted
awake. The water level had reached my nose, starting to spill over the sides
of the tub. I put on a robe and wrapped my hair in a towel and I just started
crying. The doorbell rang. The police arrived with Johnny who was sobbing
and spitting up vomit. He had a small cut bleeding into his left eye. He was
crying, "So sorry, so sorry.'' I knew then. I knew Richard was dead and I
dropped to my knees.
This is what the soldiers did: They decided to stop at the pool hall before
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heading over to Archie's. They drank more shots as my dad nursed a rum and
Coke. He was a pool player, not a drinker. The soldiers, however, were throwing
back and celebrating their return home. When the four men got back in the car,
they changed seats. My dad was now in the front, next to the driver.
And then this: The roads were slick. Johnny, the driver, was drunk and
as he swerved down Milwaukee Avenue, he lost control near the Father &
Son Pizza. The car hit a parking meter and spun around like a man trying
to finger-spin a plate. Spinning and spinning and it smacked into a light
pole. The metal post snapped and fell, and this part gets a little fuzzy. There
was no autopsy. Again, the report only lists Death caused by: Multiple
Injuries Extreme. Mom says the pole took off my father's head, that a
clean slice severed the artery in his neck. His head lopped off to the side
and dangled by the thinnest skin of ripped flesh but his face was left intact.
I don't know if I believe her. His funeral was open casket. Do you? For
whatever reason this is how the story played out, bit by bit, over the years.
This is how she remembered it and who am I to say otherwise? Everyone's a storyteller, spinning tales to keep afloat.
This is certain: My father, Richard Jan Niebelski, died on January 30,
1971, at 12:10 a.m. He was the passenger in the front seat, and he was the
only casualty. None of the men ever tried to contact our family.
I see my father with his green eyes closed and his brown hair spilling across
his forehead in a sharp-angled wedge. He is humming as the streetlights come
closer and closer and he's smiling. He doesn't know what's to come or how
he's about to leave everyone behind. He's bopping to Gene Chandler's song,
thinking how good his life is and wondering about his growing family, his
unborn child. His foot is tapping on the wet car mat, and his fingers are drumming on the dashboard, and he's crooning along to his favorite tune and in his
last moment of life, he is happy. He's got himself a girl, me:
As I-I walk through this world
Nothing can stop The Duke of Earl
And-a you, you are my girl
And no one can hurt you, oh no
Yes, a-I, oh, I'm gonna love you
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Oh, oh
Come on let me hold you, darling
'Cause I'm the Duke of Earl
Oh, how I wish you were here, Daddy, but these trembled stars I must
now keep.
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The Constellation of a Shiva
Kristen Fiore

I MISS MY GRANDMOTHER MIMI'S

FUNERAL BY SIX HOURS. JEWISH LAW MANDATES

that her burial happen as soon as possible. It also insists that we sit Shiva
for seven days. This means my father's family will be in one house, Mimi's
house, for over 168 hours. When leaving Chicago, I buy an open-ended sickrelative ticket, because I don't think we will last more than seventy-two.
My brother, Sean, picks me up at New York's Islip Airport, about one
hour away from Mimi's house in Sag Harbor. The sun sets slowly behind
us, the sky the color of a McIntosh apple, as Sunrise Highway goes from
three lanes to two lanes to one.
"They are going to eat you alive," Sean reminds me as we turn into
Mimi's driveway.
I feel a knot form in my stomach and tighten. Mimi's house is a crisp,
white, massive, two-story colonial, with a front porch and U-shaped driveway that wraps around the back of the house. All the lights in the house
blaze out onto the front lawn, the windows glowing like hot, yellow eyes. In
Sean's high beams, I can make out the taillights of three cars lined up in
front of us.
"None of those are Dad's," I whisper.
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Sean nods, gripping the steering wheel so hard his leather gloves make
a loud snapping sound, like someone slamming a fist straight into a wall
next to my head.
The cold brass of the doorknob seeps through my thin winter gloves.
Behind me, I listen to the tick, tick, tick of Sean's car settling in the driveway.
I listen for the sound of the driver's side door hinges, but when the sound
does not come, I understand that he is leaving me to do this alone.
"Finally, she's here!" Aunt Denise's voice calls out from the dining room
in the left side of the house before I have even stepped into the foyer.
"It took her long enough." My cousin Mina's voice rumbles ahead of
me, from the living room.
I step into the foyer, concentrating on the creamy, white tiles underneath
my red boots. The snow clinging to the fabric glistens in the light cast by the
crystal chandelier above my head. Everyone surrounds me suddenly and the
snow goes dark black. The front door clicks shut behind me.
"Jeez, what took you so long?" Laura, my oldest cousin, asks. I am still
looking down. She is wearing pink dress shoes with bows on them and pink
stockings. She is twenty-nine years old, only three years older than I am. She
has just come from my grandmother's funeral.
"Sorry," I shrug. "My teleportation device was broken, so I had to, like, take
one of those pesky flying machines and one of them outdated automobiles."
"This really isn't the time to be a wise-ass," Uncle Tim hisses. He is
standing to my left wearing gray tweed dress pants. His toes do the wave
underneath the leather of his black wing tips.
I take a deep breath and finally look up when no one says anything
more. Uncle Tim and Aunt Denise are flanking their children, Laura and
Mina. Uncle Tim is wearing a yarmulke of standard-issue paper from the
synagogue, and a deep scowl across his forehead.
I don't make eye contact with any of them. I look behind them to where
the foyer turns into a staircase, to where it fades away into the living room,
to where it leads left into the dining room, then right into the study.
My father is not present. I fight with the sinking feeling in my stomach
that I know as disappointment. On the plane, during the drive, even sitting
in the driveway, I thought, For once in my life, he won't let me down. The
sinking feeling mutates quickly to anger, most of it directed at myself for
even thinking anything would be different tonight.
"She left everything to you," Aunt Denise says, breaking the silence.
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"I know."
"Everything. She left you everything," Uncle Tim says.
"Look, I know, OK? I just found out, too. I got the same phone call that
you did yesterday." I snap my head to stare right into his face. His eyes are
dark brown, the edges deep with wrinkles. His skin is the color of a peanut
and his beard is heavy with gray hair.
Part of me wants to be honest, to tell him the truth. I want to tell all of
them that I had known since I was eighteen that Mimi had left me everything in her will.
"When it comes down to it, Kristen," Mimi had said the day she
changed the will as I drove us away from the lawyer's office, "you are the
only one who cares about me."
"That's not true," I had protested. She reached over her thin hand, covered in liver spots, and squeezed my knee tightly.
"K'nadle1, do not keep lying to yourself. Your father and your uncle,
with that wife of his and those girls they made, if I died tomorrow, and you
or your mother were away somewhere, no one would find my body until
you returned."
Back then, it hurt to hear her say what we both always knew. She ended
up being right, even though I was never sure if she knew it or not. One year
after she changed her will, I went to pick up Mimi to take her to synagogue.
I found her half dressed, naked from the waist down, standing at the top of
the stairs, not able to remember where she was or how long she had been
standing there. Her speech was slurred.
The doctors at the emergency room figured she'd had a stroke, and all
her cognitive signs pointed to Alzheimer's. I moved into Mimi's house
immediately. I took care of her the best I could for a year until we moved
her to a nursing home. When I lived with her, and during the six years she
spent half-comatose in the nursing home, no one but me, my mother, and
her last few living siblings visited her.
Now she is dead and I am face-to-face with a set of relatives I barely
know. The knot in the center of my stomach creeps slowly to my chest. It is
so tight-a balloon twisted in the center, about to pop from all the pressure.
"What phone call?" Mina asks. "I didn't get a phone call." Mina crosses
her arms over her chest, an angry child about to throw herself on the floor.
"That's because it is none of your business." I shrug off my coat and pull

1 Literally means dumpling or matzo ball in Yiddish. It is meant to be affectionate.
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away from them, toward the coat closet next to the study door. The thin hall
table, against the long wall of the foyer opposite the stairs, usually covered
with photos, is empty. I drop my coat to the ground.
"Where are all the photos?" I ask, whipping around. I try to make eye
contact with any of them, but they are staring at the floor.
"What photos?" Aunt Denise asks, coughing into her huge, fat, open palm.
"The photos that belong here," I point to the barren table. "The ones
that have been here my whole, entire life."
For as long as I could remember, Mimi kept photos of all different sizes
in identical silver frames on the foyer table. The black-and-white photo of
my great-grandparents, Mimi's parents, posing for their wedding photo
under a velvet chuppa 2 ; pictures of my brother and I posing in front of the
living room fireplace wearing sweaters and turtlenecks, every year my
brother getting taller, my breasts getting larger; a picture of her dead dog
Jolie, a black poodle who died the day Papa died when I was eight; a photo
of Mimi in an old, wooden wheelbarrow being pushed around the backyard
of this exact house when Papa and she were first married.
"Oh! Right, those photos. They're in the living room! No big deal. Just
in the other room." Aunt Denise tries to smile at me but fails. I can see in
her eyes I am a rabid dog she is afraid of startling. She walks toward me
slowly. Morbidly obese, when she walks the weight hanging off the front of
her body sways and the polyester of her black, elastic-waist dress pants
makes a hush-hush sound.
"Well. That is just great, but they don't belong in the living room."
"Well, that's where they are," Laura pipes up, leaning against the banister.
"That's not where they were forty-eight hours ago." I look at their faces
as I say this, and all of their eyes go wide. "It's not where they belong."
"How do you know where anything was forty-eight hours ago?" Uncle
Tim asks.
"Because I was here, in this house, forty-eight hours ago."
"But you just got off the plane," Mina reminds me. I can tell by the way
her long hook of a nose curls into her face that she does not understand.
"Yes, I did just get off a plane in New York, Mina. However, five weeks
ago, I came for Hanukah and winter break. I stayed because I found out
Mimi was probably going to die soon, which was another phone call all of
you got, but easily chose to ignore.

2 Literally means canopy or covering, but symbolizes the home a couple will build together.
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"I waited as long as I could. I have this annoying thing called college
that was starting again, so forty-eight hours ago I got on a plane in New
York and flew back to where I live, you know, in Chicago. Then Mimi died
while my plane was in the air. So, I got back on a plane in Chicago this afternoon, while you all were at her funeral, and flew back to New York."
"Ugh. Why do you have to be such a goddamn brat about it? I asked
you a simple question and you act like such a martyr because you sat in a
nursing home. Big fucking deal," Mina huffs. She pushes through the foyer,
her black heels clicking, the sound fading through the living room.
"Those are my photos," I remind them.
"We deserve some memories, too. We were just going to divide them up.
They're just photos. We can make copies. You can't have everything," Aunt
Denise snorts.
"Yes. I can have everything, Denise." I don't add 'aunt' to her name, on
purpose. Her mouth tightens, irked by my omission. "Mimi left me everything, and everything includes those photos. I want them back. Here. Now."
"You know, I was going to stand up for you, because you were really
close to Mimi and I bet you're super upset," Laura hisses, pushing off the
banister, past her father who is walking toward me. Her long, curly brown
hair smells like expensive musky perfume as it whips around her shoulders.
"But you really are a bitch like everyone says." Laura pushes between
Denise and me, purposely stepping on my toes.
"Look, kid, this is a family. We all know you never had one, so I will
clue you in on what it means. My mother left you everything, but that
doesn't mean you should keep us from having some memories." Uncle Tim
is suddenly right up against me, his calloused index finger pointing right
into my face.
"Look, Timmy, I have a family and you are not part of it. You never
were and you never will be."
Uncle Tim's face snaps in half. He snarls, raises his hand above my head,
moving to hit me. I curl back against the hallway table, lifting my hands up
to cover my face.
"I'd really appreciate it if you didn't hit my sister," I hear my brother
say. I peek through my fingers and see Sean's hand wrapped tightly around
my uncle's wrist. "See, we don't hit people in our family."
My uncle rips his hand out of my brother's grip and looks back and
forth between us.
"You looked just like my father, for a minute," I whisper.
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"Except your father doesn't even have the balls to be here," Uncle Tim
whispers back, his face pulled tight with a smug smile.
"You are lucky I let you come into this house." I look over my uncle's
shoulder to where Sean's eyes are huge and brown, pleading with me to
stop. His dark blond hair is falling over his face, cutting his nose, our identical nose, in half. His dark blue dress-shirt collar is crooked against his
neck. "You are a poor excuse for a son. A nebbish. A schmuck."
I curl my fingers into my palms. My nails dig into my skin. I suck my
bottom lip under my top teeth. I try to breathe. I try to hold it in.
"And you know what, Uncle Tim, at least my father is ashamed of what
a horrible son he was to Mimi. You, and your gaggle of stupid cunts, are
vultures, hyenas. You let her die alone and now you are here to pick through
what she left behind. I am ashamed that I have to share my last name with
you." The words come out before I can stop them. My hand flies to my
mouth. My aunt swish-swishes toward me. Her straight-out-of-a-box red
hair is a halo of fire around her head, illuminated by the chandelier swaying
back and forth above us from the weight of her body moving the house.
She reaches for my arm but before she can wrap her sausage-shaped fingers around it, the front door crashes open.
Great-uncle Pete, the oldest of my grandmother's ten younger siblings,
stands in the doorway. He is short; his spine curls over like the end of an
umbrella; his long gray and black beard touches the center of his chest. He
wears a black velvet yarmulke with swirling white stitching around the
edges and a huge, black fur coat that touches the floor.
"Shalom!" He calls into the room. His arms fly up into the air, sending
his voice through the house. It echoes into the tense silence of the foyer
I let out a breath from the bottom of my stomach, lift myself off the hall
table, and, with shaky legs, walk toward him.
Great-uncle Pete grabs my face with both of his leathery hands. I can
smell hard-boiled eggs on his breath3, mingling with the scent of boysenberry wine.
"What a beautiful face. Look, just look at this nose!" Uncle Pete smiles.
"Danken Hashem 4 that your grandmother, my beloved sister Donna, gave
your father her nose, so he could give it to you."
I smile hard; I feel the lie of it ache through my heart. Uncle Pete hugs
3 Hard-boiled eggs are traditionally part of the after-funeral meal. The egg is a symbol of eternal life.
4 Thank God.
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me tightly. I rest my chin on his shoulder. I watch his wife, Aunt Elise, slowly
stumble down the driveway, a casserole dish across her arms. She is just a
small, dark shadow lit from behind by the moon. Uncle Pete lets me go,
moves into the house to embrace my brother.
"Again with this nose! Hashem was most certainly smiling down on you
and your sister when he created the two of you," Uncle Pete exclaims. "I
only wish he had been so kind to me! Instead, I get this hook of a schnoz
that, even with the genes of my beautiful wife, winds up on the faces of my
children and my grandchildren who see it as a curse, a burden they spend
thousands of dollars to fix." I hear him slap my brother on the back. I feel
Sean smile even before he laughs.
I step out onto the front stoop, shivering. I offer my hand to Aunt Elise
who hands me the casserole. She grabs the side of my neck and pulls my
head down to meet her forehead.
"Sheh-elohim yivarech otach 5 ," she whispers. She smells like roses and
wine. "Now, put the kugel 6 in the oven. You must be starving."
She disappears quickly behind me; the door closes, leaving me in the
dark. I look down the driveway waiting to see more headlights, perhaps to
see my father's car roll in behind Uncle Pete's boxy Cadillac.
Suddenly, I am ten years old waiting in uncomfortable stockings for him
to show up at my piano recital; fifteen years old searching the crowded
bleachers at the Division C Championship field hockey game; eighteen
years old staring at his empty seat while giving the salutatorian speech at
high school graduation.
I glance up at the sky. What feels like a thousand stars are scattered
across the pitch-black sky. The door opens behind me. I turn and it is Sean.
He puts my coat around my shoulders and closes the door behind him. The
front yard is black again.
"Do you believe in Heaven?" I ask after we are quiet for a minute.
He stuffs his hands into his pockets and shrugs. I do not know what to
make of his silence.
"Remember when we were kids and Dad would leave us here instead of
taking us for his weekends? Remember that one weekend Dad promised to
take us camping, because you were obsessed with that Salute Your Shorts

5 God be with you.
6 Crazy noodle casserole that reminds me of sweet lasagna 90 percent of the time, but that might
be my Italian heritage mocking my Jewish heritage.

146

Hair Trigger 33

book and would not shut up about it?" I laugh and Sean nods. "Instead he
left us here, and Mimi and Papa pitched that moldy tent in the backyard to
calm you down? Man, I hated that thing and I hated sleeping on the ground.
I guess it was supposed to be fun."
"I thought it was pretty fun."
"It sucked but you loved it. Papa spent the whole night pointing out constellations and both of us couldn't see anything he was trying to point out.
We pretended we could see Orion and his dogs and the bull, when all we
could really see was the Big Dipper. But we pretended to see everything else
because Mimi saw them and she oo'd and ahh'd at them. We were so young
we just believed the stories. We believed that there was something up there."
"I honestly don't remember the last time I really looked at the stars,"
Sean says.
"I don't either. There aren't as many stars in Chicago, which is probably why."
"No, I mean, I think it's because when you get older you just forget to do
simple things like that. Maybe it's because being in awe of the stars is for little
kids. Little kids and grandparents. Maybe we're just not young enough anymore or old enough yet to get why pretending there is something up there is
important. We're not the right age to look up at the sky and go Awww."
I search above me, trying to find the Big Dipper or the Little Dipper. I
reach out and put my hand on Sean's arm, suddenly frantic.
"The Big Dipper. I can't find it. I can't see it."
Sean scans the sky and then grabs my face with his hand, pointing my
chin to the left. He lets go and extends his arm up. I finally make out the Ushape of the cup, it's handle pointing the way to the North Star.
"I don't believe in Heaven," Sean says suddenly.
I breathe deep. The cold air stings my lungs. "Even after all those Saturdays
at synagogue?" Sean shakes his head. "Yeah, me neither. Then yesterday, she
died. She is dead, Sean. I think I will go crazy if I don't start to believe there is
something for her. I can't believe there is nothing. Just nothing."
"But Kristen, if you believe there is something for Mimi you are going
to have to believe that there is something for you and me and Mom and
for-" Sean pauses, casts his eyes over his shoulder, squinting. "For them."
"I can deal with that. She was eighty-one years old and spent the past
six years forgetting the year, forgetting who she was, and who we were, and
that is not the way it should have ended for her. If believing there is something more for Mimi means there is something more for them, fine, there is
a place for them too. I don't have to believe it's the same place."
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The door swings open and Uncle Pete stands in the doorway, his fur
coat off, exposing his tiny, thin frame, his arms spread wide as if to hug us
agam.
"Now this is no way to start a shiva. Standing in the cold, keeping the
kugel from everyone else."
Uncle Pete waves his palms in the air, motioning us inside. Sean goes
first, passing the hall table before I follow. I notice the frames are backstacked in piles, face down. Triumphant, I smile and step over the threshold.
Uncle Pete grabs my left elbow as I try to squeeze past him.
"Your uncle has told me what happened here tonight," he starts. "You
are young and you carry the burden of many things. They are things my
nephew does not understand. Loyalty. Sadness. Anger. Grief." Uncle Pete
pulls me against him, whispering into my ear. "But my sister would want
you to have love in your heart, mommellah 7 , even for those who abandoned
her. Here, you let me take the food and you go outside. Find some forgiveness in your heart. Be the woman my sister believed you would become.
These next few days are not about you. They may be for you and your grief,
but they are about her."
Uncle Pete squeezes the inside of my elbow, takes the warm glass dish
out of my arms, and motions to the open door. I step back outside and his
eyes stay glued to mine as he closes the door.
Still a jumble of cold, white spots in the sky, the stars blink down at me.
"All I want is a fucking answer," I whisper. "All I want to know is what
to do."
I stare hard into the sky. I am seven years old again, lying on summer
grass, my head on Papa's shoulder, listening to crickets and the soothing
hum of my grandmother's laughter as Jolie, the black poodle, licks melted
marshmallow off her cheek. I am seven years old, waiting to see Orion with
his bow, only now I do not believe, no longer able to pretend that there is
something, anything, above me anymore.

7 Literally means "little mother," it is a Yiddish term of affection.
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Mushroom Sex
Sooz Main

I'M COOKING MUSHROOMS TONIGHT.

Scott said, "Always use a little balsamic vinegar when you cook mushrooms."
I was in high school, waiting in his kitchen for Jules to get ready when
he told me that.
Fungi become larger by the elongation of their hyphal tips. People are
made of bones and organs and blood. Fungi are made of hyphae. When they
grow, fungi stretch.
When physical maturity is reached, people begin to mature personally,
developing and growing into who they are. This push and pull of personal
growth usually has two spurts: first at adolescence, and again at middle age.
Part of what drives a midlife crisis is the desire for authenticity, to be
one's self, one's whole self, and no longer to be held back by stereotypes or
other people's expectations. People facing the second half of their lives typically begin seeking wholeness, exercising the parts of themselves that have
long been dormant and letting the overused parts rest. They want to feel like
the skin they've been wearing their whole lives finally fits.
Friendships are the driving force behind growth and risk in adolescence.
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A young person's character emerges from this complex interplay of potential harm and support. Adolescence is a time during which identity formation is the all-consuming task. Close relationships often play a significant
role in protecting teenagers against the damaging effects of stress while
growing into themselves.
His red Jeep was parked at the edge of the road overlooking the forested
cliff that scampered down to the bay. The sun hung low in the magenta sky.
My first day of college was a month away and my best friend's stepdad,
Scott, seemed to be the only one who shared my enthusiasm.
"It's gonna blow your mind," he said. "New York. Man. I'm so jealous.
It's gonna change your life."
He winked at me as he set his Corona in the cup holder and dug out his
cigarettes and a stash of weed. I sipped my beer and nudged the other four
still in the cardboard six-pack on the floor with an antsy foot.
"I know," I said. "I can't wait to get away from my fucking parents."
He rolled down his window and emptied the tobacco from a Marlboro
Red onto the pavement outside. Removing the filter, he set about making a
pathetic joint with the cigarette paper, dropping tiny green pinches into the
white tube.
"It's gonna be crazy," he told me. "You're gonna meet all kinds of
people. And there are gonna be so many drugs."
His fingers paused mid-twist and he stared right at me. His muscular body
was tense; his blue eyes traded their usual jovial light for a moment of sincerity.
"Try them all," he said. "Cocaine, acid ... man, acid is so fun."
He laughed, his head of dark hair tilted back and his eyes lost in a distant memory.
"Heroin," he continued. "Heroin is the best feeling in the world. Better
than sex. You gotta try it. But don't ever shoot it-that's like signing a death
sentence. Smoke it."
He locked eyes with me and held out his pinky. "Promise me you won't
shoot heroin."
I hooked my pinky in his. "I promise."
He smiled wide and took his hand from mine, looking down as he ran
his fingers over the joint. I watched his hands and pulled my fingers through
the red hair brushing my shoulders.
"Oh, and mushrooms. I've never done mushrooms, but I want to. Have you?"
"No ..."

150

Hair Trigger 33

"From what I've heard, they sound like a blast. Sorta like acid only
they're natural so they're more chill. We should get some sometime." He was
laughing. "Hey," he said, catching my eye, one quizzical eyebrow raised.
"Do you know anyone who can get us some?"
"I don't know. I guess I could ask ... I've only ever done ecstasy and
someone else got it, so I don't know."
"Oooh, can you get us some ecstasy? I've always wanted to try it."
My head swam with the idea of the walls between us vanishing, of
feeling connected and safe, of looking at each other and both thinking, that
is the most beautiful person I have ever known, of touching each other and
it feeling better than anything has ever felt before. I gulped my beer.
"You should do it with Kennedy," I said, wiping my mouth with the
back of my hand. "It's really intimate. Like, it's good for talking and stuff.
It would remind you guys that you're in love with each other and help you
talk about everything you've been afraid to talk about. It might be really
good for you guys."
"I don't know if she'd go for that, but I could ask her. You wouldn't do
it with me?"
"I don't think so ... ," I hesitated. In my head, I could see the safe distance that the Jeep's console provided disappearing. I couldn't see what happened next. "No."
"Well, just see if you can get it."
"Don't have sex."
"What?"
"Don't have sex. If you do ecstasy-don't have sex while you're high.
Apparently it's so good that it makes sex suck when you're not high."
"Oh man, I bet sex would be awesome on ecstasy."
"Yeah. It's the best thing ever, apparently. But it's not worth it from what
I've heard. I never tried it."
"See if you can get some."
"Yeah, I'll see."
He fished a lighter from the safe space between us. I stared out the windshield at the last bright sliver of sun sinking into the pink water. He
chuckled and lit the joint, taking a deep drag and passing it to me.
Mushroom sex is more about fusion than anything-codepen dence on
steroids, if you will. There are no recognizable male and female structures
like you would find in the plant or animal kingdoms. When two cells of
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opposite mating types find themselves in close enough prox1m1ty long
enough, they fuse. The two nuclei fuse and then divide, usually into four
spores, continuing on the reproductive process. However, if compatible, the
two nuclei can coexist in the same cell for weeks or months before fusing
and continuing the process of sexual reproduction.
Friendship is usually limited to persons of the same generation because
it is formed on a basis of proximity and similarity. To maintain a close relationship, there must be a good feeling inspired by most interactions. I went
to Scott's studio whenever I needed a friend because I could walk there from
work and he was always happy to see me.
According to psychologists, human intimacy is based on individuals' willingness to reveal their fears, fantasies, and dreams to each other. It is rare that
two people are comfortable sharing themselves so completely. People typically
find this intimacy easier in the context of a friendship than in a marriage. It's
a closeness people crave but often don't feel safe and secure enough to achieve.
Booze and weed helped. But also, we had nothing to lose.
No, I never fucked Scott. I wasn't dating him, either. We just had mushroom
sex. Two nuclei in the same cell for a couple months, coexisting, codependent,
feeding off each other's shit, but no genitalia, no heavy breathing, no orgasms.
He was stirring a saute pan of sliced white button mushrooms with one
hand while he drizzled the blackish liquid from a bottle in the other. I had
never heard of balsamic vinegar before. I stood with my arms limp at my
sides, gawking around Scott's shoulder. Kennedy, Jules' mom, was bustling
in the kitchen, helping with dinner. The pan sizzled, and steam snaked out
of it quickly. The sweet pungent odor melded with the woodiness of the
mushrooms when it hit the heat of the pan.
By the nature of the process, fungi are simultaneousl y destroying
organic waste while they eat. We depend on this process for survival. We can
rake and relocate leaves all autumn long, every year, as long as we live, but
if we didn't have fungi to actually eat those leaves, we would all be buried
alive by now. That's not to mention all the other organic debris strewn
around our planet that fungi are constantly busy digesting and absorbing.
If fungi weren't around to process our organic waste, we'd be in deep shit.
Commercial mushrooms grow on a composted mixture of horse
manure, straw, and chicken or turkey droppings. Mushrooms grow much
better on manure compost than on artificial compost. They thrive on shit.
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Shit doesn't just disappear. It needs to be processed, digested, absorbed,
converted into constructive energy, and used for growth.
I was an angst-ridden teenager, misunderstood (of course), underappreciated (of course), hurt and livid over everything and everyone. And Jules,
who had been my best friend and support through all the high school bullshit, was suddenly unavailable. I needed to vent, and Scott listened.
He was the only person in my life at that time who listened to what I was
going through, encouraged me, and reminded me that I would get through it all
and be someone great. He was an unlikely person to fill that role, but I needed
it so badly that I didn't even question where or who it was coming from.
And as it turned out, he needed me too. I listened without judging him.
Scott needed that as badly as I did. We were in a similar stage of confusion
and frustration and curiosity. We could tell each other things that no one
else respected and no one else understood.
Scott and I brought each other our shit. He would park his Jeep under
towering evergreens and push in a battered Led Zeppelin cassette tape. We
would open a couple beers and slurp them down. We would roll down the
windows and pass a joint back and forth. We chain-smoked Marlboro Reds
as the sky turned from blue to pink to violet to black. And we talked, piling
our shit on each other and digging through it. For hours. And soon we were
doing more than surviving. We were laughing and dreaming and planning.
We would have been buried without each other.
My skinny body was wedged in a deep armchair with my stocking feet
on the seat and my blue-jean knees hugging my chest, looking through the
picture windows at the bay. The sun was high in a pale blue sky that was
cloudless for once, and the light spilled into the living room. Firs and pines
elbowed each other down to the rocky water's edge. Scott and I were at a
beach house twenty minutes outside of town, stoned out of our minds.
The place belonged to a female friend of his that he said very little about
other than that she was out of town and he had the keys.
I had kicked my shoes off at the door and found a secure place from
which to watch the room meander around me while Scott looked in the
fridge. He came at me from the kitchen, floating over the living room rug in
a wavy line with a broad grin stretched across his face. His capricious eyes
darted through looks of playful innocence, threat, kindness, and seductive
dominance so quickly that I didn't know which was real. His body jerked
to a halt against my shins.
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I could feel his strong thighs through his gym shorts. A whisper of hair
shied out from the neck of his T-shirt. I tried to think casual thoughts, but
my brain sputtered and died. I chalked the sexual energy I felt racing
through his veins up to my own stoned paranoia.
Then he put his hands on my knees and fell closer, spreading my legs
until my kneecaps stopped at my shoulders, his body pressing against the
inside of my calf and thigh. The musky breath behind his beard was hot on
my forehead. He looked down at me, his eyes inches from mine, half a smile
cocked on his face.
I told myself he was just horsing around. That the warm firmness I felt
against my calf was something else, was not even firm. That we were
friends. That he respected me.
I shifted nervously, scooting to the side and pushing my legs together.
Scott's balance was upset and he stumbled backwards. I glanced up only
long enough to see his relentless smile knocked off-kilter and his hands
swimming in the air as he caught his balance.
"I should probably be getting home soon," I said, looking at the floor.
Fungi are in their own kingdom because they require an external source
for energy and carbon assimilation. They do not perform photosynthesis like
green plants, but they use special enzymes to digest their food outside of their
bodies, then absorb the carbon and other needed nutrients through their cell
walls. Mushrooms feed off decaying organic material and return nutrients to
the soil. They have to digest an external source for energy or find another
organism to act as host. Some parasitic mushrooms harm their hosts but do
not kill them. Some harm them, then kill them, then feed off the dead matter.
Some form mutually beneficial relationships with their hosts.
When I was eighteen, I needed an external energy source. I wasn't able
to create it myself. I was a parasite then and I think I am now. The politically correct term is extrovert, and the personality-quiz question is "Do you
feel more energized after alone time or after spending time interacting with
others?" I recharge by spending time with friends-still. I think Scott feeds
off other people just like I do. He fed off me while I fed off him. An outside
source of carbon.
I never sucked his dick, never even saw the thing, but I ate him. I pulled
everything I could from him and used it to survive, to grow. And he did the
same to me.
Things with Scott could have been disastrous. He drove me around
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ripped out of his mind on a regular basis. I was alone with him in slinky
summer dresses all too often. I could have ended up dead or worse, but
somehow what happened was that he made me believe in myself. He made
me laugh enough that I didn't hate being alive. And for him, I'll never be
entirely sure what I did, but I'd like to think it was something similar.
I've used balsamic vinegar every time I cook mushrooms since Scott told
me that over ten years ago. And every time, I think of him. I like to follow
rules. I like things like "always" and "never."
I've added thyme to the rule. Every time you cook mushrooms, no matter
what you're using them for, they always need a little balsamic and a little
thyme-crushed between your thumb and forefinger-to bring out the flavor.
Mushrooms, mysteriously popping up overnight, have been viewed
throughout history as the work of the devil and his cohorts. They were
believed to corrupt the minds and bodies of those who picked them.
Mushrooms are highly prized in many cultures, where they are gathered
with great enthusiasm and served as a delicacy. Mushrooms are bursting
with the flavor of umami. One of the five basic tastes (after sweet, sour,
salty, and bitter), umami is a Japanese word meaning tasty or savory and is
an essential component to a satisfying meal.
Yet somehow, English-speaking cultures remain suspicious of mushrooms, as if they are something only witches would gather and eat.
Throughout English writing, mushrooms are mentioned only rarely, and
then, in reference to death and decay.
The classic cap and stem is only one of many mushroom shapes. They
can be cup-shaped, brain-like, or phallic. They can be shaped like trumpets,
stars, fans, or balls. Many are white, many are brown, but several are red or
blue or a green that stains or yellow or an orange that glows in the dark or
purple or pale pink. Wild mushrooms have strange names: Curly Haired Elf
Cup, Destroying Angel, Carbon Antlers, Death Trumpet (which happens to
be delicious), Bloody Tooth, and Fried Chicken Mushroom. Wild mushrooms are often fragrant with scents ranging from apricot to pencil shavings, rotten cucumber to coconut cookies, urine to curry. Some are teeny
tiny, barely visible, and some are massive, weighing over forty-four pounds.
They come in any size or shape or color or odor you can imagine. Many are
delicious, and a few are deadly.
Mushrooms are often not what they seem. Some don't look anything
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like what we expect a mushroom to be. The white button mushroom, the
brown cremini mushroom, and the broad, dark portabella mushroom,
despite appearances, are all the same species. Age and environmental factors
have allowed them to look entirely unrelated. A common wild mushroom
that is violently poisonous, and the innocent, nearly tasteless white button
mushroom look identical in their youth.
As a culture, we are uneasy about age-different relationships. Because
society often defines these relationships as immoral, the character of men
with drastically younger female friends or lovers is usually called into question. Friendship with a significant age gap often arouses suspicion and
requires some sort of explanation.
Our skepticism may be preventing us from appreciating something valuable. People in age-different relationships tend to have more to offer each
other. They have fewer similar strengths and weaknesses. The older person
is refreshed by youthful life and energy, while the younger person can learn
from the knowledge of experience and enjoy the stronger sense of security
inherent to age.
The rigidity of attempting to fit relationships in a box of expectations
seems ineffective. In light of the variety found in nature, the audacity of our
culture in limiting interpersonal connections seems out of place. Looking to
fulfill a strict expectation not only leads to disappointment but also disables
appreciation of the unexpected.
It was after several drunk, stoned conversations with Scott that I finally
told him to leave his wife, thinking more of Kennedy than of him.
He got a mischievous sparkle in his blue eyes one evening and told me
about a model friend he had ravished in the old, broken elevator shaft at his
studio. He told me as if I would find it as exciting as he did. And the way
he talked about her, body spread and gripping the elevator walls, I understood that she was only one of many.
It might have been when he was telling me about how Kennedy liked it
when he poured Grand Marnier on his dick before she sucked him off that
I heard what finally sealed the deal for me. He was telling me how great it
is and that I should try it sometime. It sounded messy to me.
I could see the afternoon light disappearing through the windshield.
Scott was turned sideways in his seat, his hands sailing through the air for
emphasis as he talked.
Then he was telling me about his fantasy of sucking another man's dick.
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He went on and on-about some of the guys on his baseball team, about
how much he loves his own cock, how hot he thought it would be to suck
someone else's. It gushed from him like things do when you've been holding
them inside too long.
It was exhausting and devastating to think of how much time and
energy and love Kennedy had invested in him, but I had the clarity of not
being in the midst of a marriage, and I knew she would be better off without
him in the long run. And the sooner the better.
And so I said, "Scott, you really need to leave Kennedy. You're not what
she thinks you are. You're not what she wants in a marriage. And you're
never going to be. She's not what you want. You guys are totally different."
Nothing happened right away. The sky continued to darken. The stars
came out. We each opened another beer and our conversation turned to
other things. It's not like he went home that night and left her, but I think
he started realizing that pretending to be something he wasn't was never
going to work.
Mushrooms, as we know them, are only a tiny portion of the
organism-the tip of the iceberg. What we call mushrooms are merely
fruiting bodies. A mushroom is not a fungus any more than an apple is a tree
or a pems 1s a man.
The main body of a fungus is a vast network of fungal hyphae spiderwebbing its way through the earth under ground. Hyphae are hairlike filaments that are so minute that they are invisible to the naked eye until the
cobwebby mat reaches a certain thickness.
You can't kill a fungus by picking a fruiting body-the fungal hyphae
will just send up another, and another, and another. This web, called the
mycelium, can grow and live for years, even hundreds of years, sending up
mushrooms when the conditions are right.
Scott's stuck inside me somehow; invisible, spiderwebbing his way
through my mind. With every knife slice through a mushroom, every sharp
breath of balsamic, and every mournful whine of Led Zeppelin, he stretches
through me, unseen and unexpected.
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The Emperor of the Universe
Kurt Kennedy

9-10-6
DEAR KURT,

Happy Grandparent's Day. Appreciate! Haps someday I may have an
opportunity to tell you a story or two about my grandparents. Provided any
ambition they could have been top-notch circus clowns.
Without hesitation I do soddenly swear I am proud to call you my friend.
Keep putting one foot in front of the other-and occasionally put one
up somebodys ass.
Happy BirthdayChas
This is the inscription at the opening of my copy of Jeannette Walls's
memoir, The Glass Castle. It's written not by Ms. Walls. (If she is known as
Chas in certain circles it's completely by coincidence.) It's written by
Charley Jones, first my father's friend, then, later, my friend too. He gave
this book to me on my twenty-seventh birthday, September 10, 2006, which
that year happened to fall on the first Sunday after Labor Day, which, since
1978, is Grandparents Day. I keep it on my shelf with books signed by
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Russell Banks, Stuart Dybek, Edward P. Jones, and other mentors who've
helped me along the writer's path.
Charley wrote mostly kind letters to his friends.
In the last few years of his life, Charley didn't drive much-hardly ever. He
had asked me a few days previous if I could take him to the bank. I agreed.
I parked in their parking lot and we walked across part of it, to the
double-glass door entrance. As we stepped up the three smooth concrete
steps, so did an older lady. Charley walked ahead of me and the lady looked
up and smiled with that "Who should go first?" awkwardness.
"Watch it or I'll check ya like a hockey player," he said as he grabbed
the door and held it open for her. He was smiling facetiously through his
short gray beard, his T-shirt tucked into his jeans, accentuating the thinness
of his waist, and he had on his slip-on brown loafers. She laughed and said:
"I'll have to be careful."
"No, I think I'm the one who'd need to be careful," he said as he waved
his left hand and presented the way into the building for the lady.
I laughed, surprised that she got the humor right away. He was still
holding the door for me. I realized this after a moment and went in. I stood
in line with him, waiting for a teller to free up.
Charley always took full advantage of his excursions into public. He
loved to make scenes. He loved to create laughter. He viewed every venture
into society as an opportunity to educate people on the absurdity of life by
being absurd himself.
"Now what the hell is this?" he asked me loudly, so all the tellers could
hear, everyone being helped could hear, and all in the lobby could hear. He
was pointing to a banner that hung across the base of the desk-like barrier
that separated the bankers from the bankees. "Act now for low interest
rates! Inquire today!" he read. "I think I will."
"Ah, come on, Charley. Let's not get too crazy," I think I said.
"Fuck it," he soothed. "I'm the Emperor ... of the ... fucking ...
Universe." He paused between each word.
A teller opened up and I stepped up with him. This was a young guy,
young twenties like myself at the time. He was scrawny, with dark parted hair,
glasses, a sleeveless sweater, and a bow tie. He looked like banking was in his
blood and he was getting his feet wet as a teller, fulfilling his destiny from the
ground up. Did he realize how wet his feet would get that morning?
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The first thing Charley had to do was deposit some money into one of his
accounts, and he jabbered at this kid the whole time he tapped away at his keyboard. He fired nonsensical question after nonsensical question at him.
"Has all your currency been inspected?"
"How current is your currency?"
"You understand I don't want currants, right?"
"Do you understand me?"
"I'm sorry, I didn't tell you I had a peach impediment."
The kid kept his eyes glued to his computer screen, the blue glow
reflecting off his glasses, and he answered each of the questions with a quick
uh-huh or uh-uh, careful not to use any words to further provoke him. A
wise strategy, I must say, for someone who had just met Charley. The kid
was no match that day, though. Charley was too wound up.
The kid finished the deposits and asked if there was anything else he
needed taken care of. Of course there was. He wanted to withdraw fifty dollars from another account. Easy enough. The kid immediately went back to
his computer screen. Charley told him which account and then, as the kid was
popping open his register to get the money, Charley said he wanted the money
in ten two-dollar bills, twenty Susan B. Anthony coins, and ten Sacajaweas. I
knew he was doing this to extend his time for antics and I backed away from
the desk to a nearby wood-paneled pillar. The kid, with deftness, headed to
the back where these less-common denominations were kept.
He came back a couple of minutes later with the bills and coins. In the
meantime, Charley had continued to be loud. The lady who had entered
before us was sitting on a sofa behind us with another older lady-they
were laughing heartily at him and exchanging comments with each other.
The kid got right to counting out the money but, before he had a chance to
finish, Charley said: "I'm inquiring about the low interest rate."
The kid kept his eyes down. I'm not sure if he responded verbally or not.
"I want to know what you'd like me to act like to get the low interest rate."
No reply. Eyes down.
"How about some Brando, On the Waterfront?"
Nothing from the kid. Everyone's eyes were on Charley now. He stepped
back from the desk, got down on one knee-which I realize now was no
easy task for him-and started shouting, with his fist in the air, looking
wildly at the ceiling, at the top of his lungs:
"I coulda been a contender! I coulda been a contender!"
.. ,._ . ,

.. ,
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Charley fought. He was always a fighter. He fought his way from being
the Crown Prince of Armourdale to the Emperor of the Universe. He fought
as a kid, an adolescent, a teen, a twenty-something, an adult, up till his two
deaths. He told me about teeth knocked out, broken noses, broken hands,
broken limbs-sometimes others', sometimes his. He kicked quite a few
asses and got his kicked occasionally too. He prided himself on his ability
to fight. It gave him confidence to know that if a situation needed to revert
to the ultimate decider, he could handle himself.
One day in 2004, Charley drove his car to the end of Pitkin Road, across
Street, and into the parking lot of QuikTrip to get some Pepsi and menthol cigarettes. He pulled into one of the spaces that came right up to the
curb just outside the entrance. The brand new Chevy truck in the space to
his right had apparently just pulled in because the driver-a thirty-something sizeable man in a trench coat-opened the door and got out at the
same time Charley did. He felt Charley didn't give him enough room.
"Could you have parked any closer to my fucking truck?" he asked.
Charley paused, widened his eyes, pursed his lips, and said: "Yeah. I
could have went ahead and hit the motherfucker. But I didn't."
The guy didn't like the way this thin, haggard old man responded to
him. They exchanged a few more lines of no backing down. They squared
up, right there on the sidewalk outside the doors to QuikTrip.
The guy threw a roundhouse. Charley dipped his body back and missed
the punch, but a couple knuckles caught his chin. He said later that if he'd
let this guy fully connect, it would have been lights out.
Charley threw him a good left to the side of the face while he was
overextended. He wasn't expecting this weak old man to bring the bacon.
He was surprised, and physically stunned. Charley caught him on the other
side with a right. The guy dropped to all fours on the sidewalk.
"We done?" Charley shouted, his adrenaline pumping hard.
The guy held up a hand in truce and shook his head in the affirmative.
Charley felt so good he drove home having forgotten the cigarettes, and
the Pepsi to mix with his whiskey. He called all his friends that afternoon
and in the following days, and told them the story with the enthusiasm of a
55 th

twelve-year-old boy. His body ached for nearly a week.

And, Charley drank.
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I drove to Charley's house one afternoon after I'd finished whatever college English course I'd had that morning. I was going to see the progress of
Bev Francisco's work and if the pictures I'd given him had been hung up yet,
but also because I had nothing to do and didn't feel like going home. I
pulled into the smooth black driveway of the one-story house on Pitkin
Road with the liquor store at the corner across from QuikTrip. I couldn't
pull in very far because Bev's dark Explorer was there, with Charley's tan
ZX2 with the duct-taped driver's side headlight in front of it-Charley and
Bev's husband, Bob, worked together for years at Ford. I got out and felt the
smoky warmth of the early fall air, then a gust of wind picked up, causing
frail brown leaves to rattle across the road.
I walked up the two concrete steps-the top one noticeably distant from
the threshold-and through the glass door of the screened-in front porch.
To my left in the window, the white sign with a picture of a revolver on it
that said "This house protected by Smith & Wesson" was there as it always
was. The Southwestern red-clay pot and carved wooden Indian head were
there on the porch as usual, too. I walked to the front door-it was open
and only the glass storm door blocked me. I looked in and saw Bev to my
right, measuring the windows for drapes. She was wearing her Keds, her
jean shorts, and a black T-shirt. Her red shoulder-length, curly hair was
done nicely, as was her subtle makeup. She saw me and smiled, but gave a
nervous and questioning squint with her eyes. I didn't know what it meant,
but I slowly pulled open the unlocked door.
"Hey, how ya doing?" I asked.
"Good," she answered, in a pleasant but unenthused tone, going back
to her work. I looked around for a moment waiting for her to ask me how
I was doing. Charley's coffee table-empty of its usual clutter of receipts,
ashtrays, and skin magazines-was butted up against the couch along the
left wall to give Bev a clear workspace on the right side of the room. His
flimsy television stand holding his seldom-watched TV and red back-endof-a-Ford-Fairlane record player was pushed out of the way, too, across the
room, next to the wide entryway into the kitchen. His pile of records and
CDs that usually covered the floor in front of the TV stand's usual place was
nowhere to be seen. However, his Spamster-a cushiony can of Spam, like
you'd hang from your rearview mirror, shoved inside a hamster wheel-was
there on its shelf. She didn't ask me anything.
"Charley around?"
"Um," she hesitated. Then she turned around and pointed to the door
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behind me, the door to his bedroom.
As I turned around to look, the door hiccupped, then flew open. Charley
stood there in his usual beat-up brown loafers, faded jeans, and the black,
Dwight Yoakam, "Tomorrow's Sounds Today Tour" T-shirt I had given him.
Not that his gray hair was ever combed too carefully when he was at home,
but it was especially marked by violent crags-as if the continents of his
head had collided while he slept. His eyes that normally bugged with passion were drooped and glazed over. He kept hold of the doorknob with his
right hand and his legs were braced outward-a common stance for him as
he battled his body the last few years of his life. His torso fell forward but
he gripped the knob tighter to brace himself. Then he part-pulled and partrocked his upper half back upright.
"Uhhh!"
"What?" I asked. Bev, behind me, must have looked over.
I could only make out his deep, raspy, resonant tone. No words.
Normally, his voice was impeccably articulate. He corrected many a person
on their grammar and pronunciation over the years. He was drunk most of
those times. Coming into his disease as an adolescent, needless to say, had
built up his tolerance to the point where, the majority of the time, you
couldn't even tell because he was so functional. He'd bowl drunk. He'd
drive drunk. He'd work drunk. He'd love his wives and girlfriends drunk.
He'd do nearly everything drunk. (Thanksgiving dinner with his family was
an exception.) This time, in his forty-fifth year, approximately, of being an
alcoholic, his speech was slurred beyond comprehension.
"Uhhh!"
He mumbled again, louder and with a tone of frustration at having to
repeat himself. He let go of the doorknob and stepped forward. As he
brought his back leg forward, he lost his balance and started to fall forward
like a tree. Sloppily throwing his arms out, he caught the doorframe and
flexed whatever muscles he could muster in his upper body to right himself-the sinew in his neck tightened as he gritted his teeth and grunted. I
think I made a motion toward him-with my arms extended as if to helpbut he had caught his balance for the moment.
He was incomprehensible but wound up. He took a few steps toward
the kitchen and mumbled again. It seemed like he was trying to look for

something he wanted to show me. As he tried to step around the coffee table
that was slightly off from where it usually sat, he lost his balance again.
Luckily, it was in the direction of the couch and he crashed into its cushions.
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"You all right?" I asked.
"Uhhh!"
He sat up, gripped the arm of the couch with both arms, and struggled
to pull himself to his feet. Bev stopped her work and stepped toward us.
"It's all right. It can wait," I said. I was going with the assumption that
he had something to show me.
"I think you need to lie back down, Charley," Bev said sweetly.
"Uhhh!"
He rocked his body forward and pulled on the arm of the couch to
stand up. As soon as he got up, though, the force that propelled him kept
going. He was toppling forward now. Bev dropped her measuring tape and
shot forward to catch him. He collapsed into her bosom and she wrapped
her arms around him. The dead weight caused her to stumble backward a
couple steps. Charley may not have even weighed 120 pounds, so she was
able to stabilize them both.
"Uhhh!" This grunt was slower and more defeated.
"Maybe this isn't a good day," she said, looking at me as she tried to
heave Charley up so he could get his legs underneath him. I nodded and
headed toward the door.
"I'll see you soon, Charley."
Mumble.
In the couple minutes that Charley was clinically dead-his first deathI imagine him having an epic street fight with God.
He sees the blinding and warm light. A silhouette emerges from the center
of it. The intense light makes it impossible to see details, but the figure is stout,
wearing an ankle-length robe and sandals, and has long hair and a long beard
blowing around in the chaos. He walks determinedly and confidently towards
Charley. He is God. Usually God makes people come to Him.
Charley doesn't know what to make of the scene but feels the hostility
in God's advance. He squares up-gets some bend in his knees, plants his
feet, and puts up his dukes.
God uses his forward momentum and throws a straight jab at Charley.
With the light in his eyes, he doesn't see in time to move. The most powerful
punch he has ever felt connects with his jaw. He flies backward for what feels
like miles. This, perhaps, coincides with the shock of the defibrillators the doctors are using on his chest, trying to bring him back to the world of the living.
He hurts, but the pain and the shock energize him, anger him, motivate
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him to get up. God continues plowing toward him. He squares up. This
time, a roundhouse from the right hand of God. Charley's quicker this time.
He ducks, and while he's squatted down, he pivots forward and throws a
right into God's gut, causing Him to double over. Charley takes his back
leg-his right-and comes up with it, throwing his knee into God's face
while He's stunned. This sends Him flying backward, and He lands flat on
His back with a mighty thud. Charley stands over Him, his fists cocked.
"I'm not ready yet," Charley shouts at God.
God raises his head up. Holding his stomach with his right hand, he
holds up his left palm in surrender, then waves it forward at Charley. Go.
Go live. Charley turns and walks away, and God falls backward to rest.
He may have called himself so before, but THIS is when Charley became
the Emperor of the Universe.
In 2008, I had been living in Chicago for three months when I went
home to Kansas City for Thanksgiving. Charley had been in the hospital in
intensive care for a week or two and my dad had been keeping me informed
by phone. There wasn't much to tell really, just that he was in the hospital.
He'd had layers of health problems for several years: a serious back injury
that allowed him to retire on disability from Ford, neuralgia, intestinal
problems, and, of course, liver issues. No one was really clear on exactly
what the specific problems were this time. That's never a good sign.
Charley had checked himself in. That should have been the first clue to
the seriousness. He and his doctors had a mutual understanding not to
waste each other's time. He knew he wasn't going to stop drinking and
made no bones about it, and there wasn't much they could do for him unless
he did. In the last few years of his life, he made the doctor visits only because
it was required by his disability plan, and to cut it up with the doctors. He
told me of one doctor who, instead of going through the standard check-up
procedures, would invite him into his office, open his desk drawer, pull out
a bottle of vodka, and pour them each a cup. They'd sit for fifteen minutes
and share jokes, insults, and stories, just like Charley did with all his friends.
There was snow on the ground that Thanksgiving morning when we
went to visit him at Shawnee Mission Medical Center. I prepared myself to
see him in a bad state. I could handle it-I'd seen him in bad states before.
Besides, he was Charley, the man who was always willing to fight, who relished a good fight.
We got to his room in the ICU, one of those glass-fronted rooms that
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surround the nurses' station. There's more transparency in the ICU-less
privacy than in standard nursing units. The non-abating, timed beeps of
monitors and the automated hissing of respirators competed with each
other all over the unit.
My dad had been there a few days earlier and knew which room was
Charley's. We walked in.
He was lying on his side. His skin was puffy from the nutrients being
pumped into his body-more than he had put in on his own in some time.
He had tubes in his nose, his arms, and coming out from under his gown.
His bare feet stuck out from the end of his blanket. His eyes were closed.
We stood there for a minute to see if he'd wake up. He didn't stir. The
beeps on the monitor and the pumping of the respirator continued.
"Chas," my dad finally said, not too loud.
No reply.
"Charley," he said, louder.
The lids of his eyes slowly pried open-the eyes were glassy and distant.
I'd seen them that way before.
"Kurt came to see you."
A slow, gravelly, inarticulate rumble came from his throat-it was less
comprehensible than when I'd seen him really drunk. He looked in our
direction, but not at either one of us.
"Huh?" my dad said. I was fine with letting him do the talking.
He made noise again.
"Yeah," my dad said. Was he understanding him?
Charley held up his right arm, the one he was lying on. My dad held his
hand. His throat rumbled lethargically again.
"OK," my dad said. "We came by 'cause Kurt wanted to see you."
I took this cue to step closer to the bed. My dad stepped back.
"Hey, Charley," I said. I held his hand and kept hold of it for a minute
or so. It didn't feel much different than it normally did. The fingers were
cold and long, just a little fuller.
A series of grumbles. I stood there, holding his hand, listening to him make
noise. I didn't say anything. I'm not sure I would have even if I had understood
what he was trying to say. I let go and stepped back from the bed.
"Well, Chas, we're gonna get going," my dad said shortly after. "We just
wanted to check up on you.
Noises.
"OK, you take care."
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"Hang in there, Charley," I said. I felt the way I felt when I would be
timid as a kid and cling to my dad's leg.
We walked out of the room. Charley may have already closed his eyes
before we even got through the doorway.
Not for a moment did it sink in that that would be the last time I'd see
him. He was the Emperor of the Universe. He'd beaten death before. There
was no reason to believe he wouldn't again.

9-27-9
Dear Charley,
I'm not going to say I'm sorry for not making it to your service. I know
you wouldn't want me to say that. I would like to have had the opportunity
to remember you along with everyone else, though. But you know where I
was. I felt your presence-or at the very least was invoking your hearty
spirit-on the stone streets of Prague, traversing the canals of Amsterdam,
and throughout the Emerald Isle. I don't think you ever made it to Ireland
in your travels but, my friend, it's a land and a people and a mindset that's
a little closer to the way that you and I think things should be.
This is a thank-you letter. Thank you for making that experience possible for me. Thank you for doing what you do: taking the ordinary and the
melancholy in life, in this case your death, and giving someone the opportunity to do something with it. Thank you for leaving me that money, my
friend. I know I served you right by using it the way I did. Thank you for
making me your family.
This is also a wish-you-were-here letter. I wish you were here so I could
sit down and tell you about it. I wish I could tell you about lounging in the
afternoon in the shadow of Prague Castle, with beer and Kafka. I wish I
could tell you about the daze of dodging bicycles in Amsterdam. I wish I
could tell you about finding some kind of collective-unconscious, ancestral
connection in Ireland. I wish I could tell you about falling in love with a
French girl.
Lastly, this is an I-miss-you letter. I know I speak for many people when
I say that. I think about great memories: my pregnant mother telling you,
"We all need to start setting an example" for me and you telling her that
somebody needed to be the bad example; your Chuckwheat T-shirt; you
sending the gnarly, Central-Avenue-in-KCK prostitute to the car to try and
negotiate something with me and Brixie while you went in the trophy shop;
and acting now for low interest rates. I think about those things and how
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they won't happen anymore. I get crazy sometimes but not quite as amazingly as you did-I don't have that abandon. I do try, though. And I do put
a foot up an ass occasionally when it's deserved.
I think about you many times when I'm making decisions. I think about
the combination of brilliance and insanity and humility and defiance and
honor and giving and toughness that made you. Your advice was always
taken as near gospel. Sometimes when I have a decision to make that
involves how to proceed in life, I ask myself, "What would Charley do?"
and it usually leads me somewhere positive. Some people may not appreciate me borrowing a phrase with spiritual origins and applying it to you"What would Jesus do?" But I hope they let me get away with it once, for
the Emperor of the Universe.
I'll be seeing youKurt
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Seizures
Ashley Keenan

I LIVE IN TWO WORLDS. WHEN I'M GONE I SEE LIGHT, THEN NOTHING. WALLS FALL
in around me like darkness in a cave. Sometimes I can hear-distant syllables lost, no meaning, no value, no language. They sound like I feel, like the
resonant chimes from the bell of an empty cathedral in the fall. Tall, towering enclaves full of memories, paintings, stories buried in cold stone walls
that seem too old to have actually belonged to anyone ever. I lose places,
names, events.
My head injuries to date spiral as far back as I can remember and are
likely to spin as far forward as I will go, tipping into the spiraling abyss of
a swirling black hole; it will be too late when I realize to look back.
A good whop of my head against the wall used to be my mom's alarm
that I had gotten home. So these clairvoyant moments of spinning in and out
of consciousness, hitting the floor hard with no warning, seemed the typical,
if not obvious, effect of unwavering clumsiness. At least, that's what I convinced myself to believe.

A nurse leaves me a voice mail: "Ashley, I noticed that you cancelled
your appointment with Dr. Mizarandeh. The results of your EEG are back-
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we're going to need to reschedule so he can discuss them with you." Her
voice is different, or maybe it's just that she called back that's throwing me
off guard. They never call back.
I remember the appointment a week ago: "So how long have you been
passing out for?" My doctor wheeled in close, checking my ears with a scope.
"Since I was fourteen. I think nine years?" My legs dangled like a child's
over the edge of the paper-sheeted exam table.
"Nine years? And it's not epilepsy?"
"No. I've been tested for that."
"So tell me, what happens when you pass out? Do you lose vision, vomit?"
"They're not all the same. Most of the time I'm speaking or reading,
doing something normal, and then the left side of my face goes numb. I
twitch, then I go blank. I lose my vision, like you said, but I don't vomit. My
brain feels like it's on fire-really sharp pains right here." I pointed to the
left side of my head, ready for the ache to start its drone; it doesn't like its
secrets being told.
"How long do they usually last?"
"Anywhere from, like, three to twenty minutes." I stared at a poster
noting the effects of skin cancer layer by layer, purple sores bubbling on
tight red flesh.
"You're unconscious for twenty minutes at a time?" he returns my awkward smile, my subconscious trying to play this whole thing off.
"Yeah, when they're really bad." I shift uncomfortably. Twenty minutes
sounded like a fair compromise, the middle ground for seizures that last
from five minutes up to an hour. I don't tell him about my worst one, how
I watched my boyfriend's mouth move, straining for clarity, leaning closer,
trying to listen through the pulsing light, the chattering diners. Paul knew;
I grabbed my scalp, catching my head gently before it smacked, with the rest
of my body, hard against the floor, unconscious.
I don't tell him about Paul watching my head totter like a drunken girl's at
a kegger, my eyes flickering open and closed as he used his weight to hold me
up in the booth. I was unaware of the scene my body had caused-the sideways glares from other diners, all looking on with accusatory eyes wondering
what was slipped into my drink, whether or not they should call for help. I
don't tell the doctor the details of when I came to or that I had absolutely no
idea where I was or how I had gotten there. If my legs could move I would've
dived into the street, chasing a comfort zone on a wilted map.
In my mind I was still in Florida, my home state. I didn't understand
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why I was cold, why there was a train in sight, who this guy was across from
me. I wavered in my booth, looking at the walls for clues, photos and fake
nostalgia plastered everywhere, nothing to distinguish this restaurant from
thousands of other mom and pops across the country. Thankfully, Paul
knows how to handle me. When I come back he smiles, stays calm. He
knows that I won't be able to speak and may not even understand him as
he speaks, but he comforts me as well as a stranger can.
I remember hearing people talk, loud crashing words that sounded foreign, so foreign that I couldn't even place them with a region, like plates
being thrown into a bin. I listened in to a conversation at the table next to
us, Paul staring on, watching my mouth for a response. Their words sailed
at nano speed, too quick to grasp. I got frustrated, confused. I quit listening
altogether and glared instead at a fork lying before me, certain it was used
for something important. I knew the word. It was coming, slowly tickling
my throat, the numb spot in my brain.
"F-fo-r," I mouthed.
"What was that?" Paul coaxed, excited for my return. I didn't look at
him; I couldn't. I kept staring at the fork, my neck pinched from the angle,
the resistance of my will against my muscles, my brain.
"F-f-fo-rr-rk," I whispered this time, determined to make the sound. A
fork is for eating, a utensil. A utensil is ... is a tool. Tools are used to make
work easier. My brain was clicking on slowly, like an old computer
rebooting to the main screen. I heard snippets of the diners around me,
caught their stares and struggled to smile them away.
I don't tell my physician any of this because I'm nai:ve and stupid and,
more than anything else, I'm scared. I'm not ready to face the idea of being
alone with no answers. It's hard to make a joke of it when there's no one
else around. But who am I kidding? It's even harder when your family
swarms the hospital room, when you flash back to being a sickly heart
patient as a kid, a dependent, scraggly-haired burden.
"Why haven't you come in earlier?" My doctor tilts his head like a
curious puppy.
"I've just gotten used to them," I reply, thinking more honestly, I have
seen doctors, shelved bills like a ticket-stub collector, paying what I can and
struggling over the balances that remain, like unwelcome houseguests three
months past Christmas.
"So have your episodes been the same for all these years?"
"No. They're worse now. I've been getting headaches, sharp migraines.
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And I'm staying gone longer-it's just getting really annoying. Before, I
could live around it, but now I'm passing out almost daily." Again, I hold
back. If I say, Honestly, I haven't had a day without one this year, or that I
usually have at least five a day, so many I fear leaving the house-if I tell
him this, it means injections, pills, institutionalization. It must mean this
because that's what my fear has decided it means.
"Daily? How often was it before?" He raises an eyebrow, leans back
into the air.
"Once or twice a month."
"And what do your friends do, your family?"
I laugh to myself, thinking about all the diagnoses they've offered on the
fly. I remember my sister peering over her Intro to Psych book to read,
"'Cataplexy is a form of narcolepsy. Often the patient will fall like a sack of
potatoes without warning.' This really sounds like you, Ash. I think you should
check into it." Her soft green eyes lingered on me to show she meant it.
I can't be too critical, though; I've fallen for the self diagnosis a few
times, too. Once I pulled an Amy Tan novel closer, closer, as the page
revealed what I so often feel, thinking, "Oh my God, Amy, oh my God
you've got it! This is so me!" In Saving Fish from Drowning, Bennie is a lost
tourist in Myanmar. The head of a tour group, his friend, ruminates:
'Until that moment, I had not known he had seizures.' Then again,
Bennie had not told anyone. And why should he, he thought to himself . . . people had such uninformed notions of seizures, as if
everyone who had them fell to the ground with convulsions.
Exactly, I thought, why should I tell people who are going to think the
worst, think that I'm some kind of hazard and can't live on my own?
Bennie's friend continues, validating the same experiences I've had, the
varieties of this condition:
Most of his took the form of odd distortions-he'd smell the
phantom odor of a putrefying mouse, or see lightning raining down
in his room, or feel the room spinning on a turntable, and sense spiritual elation.
Bennie is also said to experience the zombie-like state of being "zoomed
out of consciousness" and the occasional grand mal, a thrashing absence of
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control when unconscious. But Ms. Tan defines nothing, leaving me with no
more of a lead than my sister's psychology book.
My mind wanders further to a friend who has bipolar-headaches, ups
and downs, two poles of living. That could be me. Maybe.
I look at my doctor again and say, "Well, most of my good friends know
not to call 911. I've asked them not to because I always come back. Usually
they just wait for me, make sure I'm not going to hit my head or anything."
"Do you usually hit your head?"
"Not so much anymore. When I was younger it'd happen all the time.
People would always call an ambulance and freak out, so I just asked them
not to do that anymore."
My doctor twitches his nose, stares as if to say, You know this is unacceptable.
"OK, so what happens when you come back?"
"Well, when it's really bad I can't move. I don't know where I am, how
I got there. I don't understand language ..." I decide that it's time to confess at least a limited version of the truth. Hiding from my family is one
thing, but hiding from my doctor means I'm hiding from myself. So I continue tentatively with words I've yet to admit to myself aloud.
"I'll hear people speaking and it sounds foreign, and when I think, there are
no words, just ideas. I usually can't remember how to speak, or who I'm with."
My doctor looks contemplative, like he's flipping through text after text
in his head, marking symptoms as I rattle them off. He's new, handsome and
conversational.
I feel like I'm sitting in a therapy session telling the secrets of an abusive
childhood or coming out to my parents, only the abuse is coming from my body.
He comes back with a new line of questioning: Where are your parents?
What do you do? How do you handle living alone? I know where this is
going; it's the "How do you drive? How do you live?" conversation. I'm
cautious with my responses. Four years ago a doctor in the ER revoked my
license for six months-the first step to dependency. I knew it was just a
safety measure, but I couldn't help feeling like a criminal, like I was that
drunk girl at a kegger stumbling for my keys only minutes before ramming
my car into an old lady's bedroom or something.
I have a fear of knowing. Giving this mystery a definition is more scary
than living with the unknown. I know I probably won't die of brain cancer
tomorrow. Actually, I'm pretty sure that whatever I have, it's not that
serious, seeing as how I'm still here after almost a decade of dealing with it.
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But at the same time I need a label to feel normal, to know that I'm not
some head case doing this on purpose. When you live without a diagnosis,
people assume that you are living in delusion, that you are creating your
own suffering. Society demands labels for everything-gay, straight, sick,
healthy. With no definition, you live in an outside world, The
Undetermined. Society does not like what cannot be plainly understood.
I find myself hoping, praying for a tumor, something cut and dried that
doesn't require explanation. I don't fear death; I fear isolation, living crippled with some gross condition that will inhibit my life. I know I'm not
taking the high road. I'm not being courageous or even doing justice to the
millions of people who have disabilities and still live happy, fulfilling lives.
But I'm not that kind of person. I think medication pollutes the body,
inhibits the mind from its natural state. I can't rationalize living by the will
of science, chattering in support groups. I hate people knowing, the assumptions they'll make when I tell them I don't know what's wrong or why it
happens. Although I have lived through it time and again, I'm terrified of
passing out in public.
I remember the first time it happened, in my sophomore year in high
school. I had lingered too long in the wide-set hallway after the bell clanged.
One of the deans was doing a hallway sweep and caught me leaning against
a wall, slanted and unstable. "Come on," he said, motioning for me to follow
him to the holding tank, the '70s-style auditorium with wooden flip seats and
a limp stage curtain where they held all skippers for twenty minutes to issue
detention slips before sending them back to their fifty-minute classes.
"Let's go, girlie. You know the drill." He noticed I wouldn't budge from
the wall, noted my six-inch Liberty spikes, my studded vest, DIY patches
with flaky political quotes, my shredded Converse duct-taped on one foot
and peeling open on the other. He mouthed into his walkie-talkie and I hit
the floor, gone.
When I woke up I was being wheeled to the security office, the dean
pushing me and asking about drugs and drinking. He spoke to my mom
about the drugs he knew I was on, skeptically crossing his arms as we both
insisted that wasn't the case. Just another reason not to tell.
When I meet new people it's kind of like being Clark Kent; I've got this
secret that can't get out. And if I do happen to tell someone, the response is
pretty typical, like, "Yeah, Ashley, you've got laser vision. Yeah, OK, Ashley,
you black out." But then when they see it happen, it's as if I winked them

Ashley Keenan

175

into a donkey or something; it becomes real for them and I have to dispel it
once more, play it down so they don't panic.
I quit pursuing an answer over two years ago. I'd sit in the doctor's
office, watch him and his staff scan the file notes, ask me the same questions, order the same tests at different venues. Sometimes they'd offer prescriptions dismissively, or worse, doctors would hospitalize me, run irrelevant tests, milk my insurance for all its worth.
Now that I'm back in the city, away from my family, I decided to try and
figure this thing out again. I haven't told my family. Actually, they don't even
know I'm still passing out. I do my best to conceal it so as not to cause any
undue worrying and a grapevine procession of phone calls from aunt to
aunt, grandma to uncle. It's a private struggle-I'd like to keep it that way.
Only recently have I discovered why I have a fear of commitment, relationships, the idea of being a professional. I don't want to form these
alliances, take on responsibilities that one day might have to be left, dissolved if I make the wrong move. I have had to accept that one day I might
hit my head for the last time. One day I may not come back, my memories might
stay gone and then, I'll have these people needing me, being hurt.
The nurse is making her rounds again, and I've got three messages on
my phone: sterile, uninforming messages that scream, "I can't leave this
information in your voice mail box, but it's important, so call back, already;
be an adult, for God's sake." I can almost feel the HIPAA contract: the
patient's irrevocable right to privacy, stifling her natural urge to speak. I step
outide and duck into a nook on State Street, pull the phone to my ear in the
dark entryway of the empty building, and listen for the chirpy voice of the
receptionist.
"Yes I have a message from the nurse; I was told Dr. Mizarandeh needs
to speak with me? Ashley Keenan, yeah," I confirm, and wait on hold for
the doctor. The line is silent and I'm not sure if that's good or bad, whether
I'd rather have the whine of the latest pop hit in my ear or this empty
silence, so quiet that all I hear is the traffic around me, and I have to check
my phone to see if I'm still connected.
Finally, the doctor comes on the line. I can tell he's in-between patients
by the way his voice whips, high and low, preoccupied but still concerned.
A touch of empathetic fairy dust and then the facts: "Ashley, your EEG has
shown that you are epileptic. We'll need you to come in as soon as possible
to discuss medications and treatment OK?"
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"OK," I say, holding back what would sound like the wails of a paternity-proven father on Maury: "That ain't my baby. No, see that ain't my
baby. Don't even look like me." "I ain't eplileptic. No, dawg, no, dawg, you
lying. You lying!" I'm glad when he starts talking again.
"Oh, and in the meantime, no driving, no alcohol, and you should really
be cautious in public, OK? You know it would be a serious problem if you
had a seizure when you're out, so just take it easy until we can get you stabilized alright. All right?"
"OK."
"OK, then I'll see you soon."
When I hung up, my mind was empty. I had expended all my energy
trying to stay calm on the phone, to sound professional or at least nonchalant. By the time I was finished my brain had surged through anger, fear,
excitement, everything pent up from the past nine years of searching, and
now I was just empty.
I grabbed the train and headed for work.
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John
Erin Nederbo

JOHN THE BUM COVERS HIS HEAD WITH THE HOOD OF HIS BLACK ZIP-UP SWEATSHIRT.

The sweatshirt is fraying at the ends of the sleeves and is covered with
blotches of white crust. He sits in the upper church of Our Lady of Victory
toward the back, on the right side of the altar below the walnut wood
carving of Simon helping Jesus carry the cross up the Hill of Calvary and
toward his crucifixion.
Sister Mary Michael tells our eighth grade class that John the Bum is not
really poor and that she doesn't think it's right that Father Phil lets him sleep
in the church. Especially because he pees on himself when he snores, leaves
black rings in the Rectory's shower base when he's done using it and gray
hairs in the white bars of Dove soap in the church's public bathrooms.
From the ledge of the choir balcony, a large half oval where the organ
player plays, you can look down over a handful of pews in back and see
John the Bum's baldspot. It rests atop his head like a halo iced with sweat.
I wonder if the reflection of his baldness blinds the rows of wood carved
angels lying along the ceiling.
John the Bum is often seen outside Our Lady of Victory during the
summer, usually at the Jefferson Park Blue Line El terminal begging for
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change, belly button peeking out the top waistband of his tattered jeans,
bottom lip protruding in a pout over his upper. Sister Mary Michael says
that if we see him we are not to give him money. "He is an alcoholic with
plenty of secret money of his own. You are not to feed his addiction. Buy
him a toothbrush instead and donate your money to a worthy organization
like the Dominican Sisters." Sister goes on to explain to us what an alcoholic is, not knowing that they are something we know all too well. Not
knowing that Sabrina's mom keeps bottles of moonshine underneath her
kitchen sink in place of Lysol. That Trinity's dad and Greg's met at an AA
meeting at the Korean Church on Montrose, or that Marty's uncle can no
longer attend his baseball games because of that time he threw a brick at
Marty's first-base coach.
One morning during the daily "Glory Be to the Father" and Hail Marys,
Sister tells us to pray for John. Today she does not call him a bum, addresses
him by his long Polish last name we never heard before, kah sounds and skis
pouring out of her mouth like songs. "John has passed away," she tells us.
"He was found in the grotto this morning, sitting on one of the benches
with his head hung forward, chin resting on his chest, hands folded across
his stomach." Jackie, the woman who cooks, cleans, and mothers the
priests, found him. She is the one who's cleaned up after John for yearswiped his stale, sticky piss off the pews and mud-stained footprints off the
Rectory's shower base. I wonder if she's glad he's gone.
During religion class we write thoughtful words on long vertical strips
of colored construction paper and form them into a chain that we're going
to hang over John's pew. That Thursday we go to our weekly all-school
mass. A week has passed since the announcemen t of John's death. Money
and flowers were already donated by parishioners worried that John would
not get a proper burial. Nora Garrity is given the job to drape the paper
chain over John's pew. She is told to walk over to church ten minutes early
with the altar servers. It is the four of them who spot him. John the Bum is
sleeping in the upper church, toward the back, on the right side of the altar
below the walnut wood carving of Simon helping Jesus carry the cross up
the Hill of Calvary toward his crucifixion.
Nora whispers to the third altar server, the cross bearer, "What should
we do?"
"I guess just wait for Sister."
They each want to touch him, get close enough to see if he's real. The
first altar server heads behind the altar to the stained-glass room with the
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candles and red and white altar server gowns. He comes back with one of
the long gold rods with the cup on the end of it that they use at the end of
mass to put out the candles.
"You do it."
"No way."
"Come on."
"Shit, I just saw him move."
"Did not."
They circle John the Bum, pace back and forth through the pews around
him until they hear Sister and the rest of the school filing in through the side
doors. They run toward the altar and sneak inside its back door just in time
to not get caught.
Sister does not see John at first. She is too busy looking for Nora, certain that she's ditched her duty as official prayer-paper chain carrier and
snuck off to Lucky Grill for a chocolate shake. Paraic is the only one with
enough gusto to point John out to her. Paraic is a first-generation Irish kid
who raises his hand repeatedly in class, has acne scars around his mouth the
shape of a surgical mask, and starts every sentence with, "Um, excuse me."
When Sister sees John, her lips start to quiver and she bites her bottom
one to stop from speaking out, gasping, yelling. Her right arm locks at her
side and she yanks the beads of her swinging, leg-length rosary so hard her
knuckles turn as red as Satan.
Everyone is whispering. The teachers are in a frenzy, pacing back and
forth, averting their eyes from one another. Sister storms toward the pulpit
and tells everyone to quiet down and turn their Gather books to page 435.
On her way back to her seat she hears someone mention the word ghost.
"There are no such things as ghosts. How dare you in the house of Our
Lord. Come directly to my room after mass."
The mass goes on as usual, except that no one looks at the priest, who's
standing up in front, the large Mary painting hanging behind him. All eyes
are on John the Bum. We are all waiting for him to sneeze, pick his nose,
burp, fart, sigh, anything.
Mass ends and we file back inside the school building through the glass
junior high doors. Sister stays behind and has us follow Mr. Murray, the
other eighth-grade homeroom teacher, a tall man who struts like a parrot,
elongates the last words on the end of his sentences, and is always beet red.
When we sit down at our desks everyone is laughing and talking about John
the Bum.
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"Do you think it was really him?"
"Who does that, who just says some dude's dead and he isn't?"
Mr. Murray tells us to simmer down, flaps his wing-like arms up and
down at his sides. "She's going to be back soon guys-ah. We gotta all just
calm down-ah. There's got to be a reasonable explanation for this-ah."
Sister gets on the announcements and informs us that, as we may have
guessed, there has been a huge mistake. This time she replaces his Polish last
name with Bum. "John the Bum is clearly alive and well. We are sorry for
the confusion and are working with local authorities to determine who it
was that unfortunately passed away in the grotto earlier last week. For all
those or their parents who have made donations, we sincerely apologize and
will reimburse all of you in full."
John the Bum stays in the same pew the rest of the year. Nora leaves the
prayer-paper chain in the room behind the altar. Sister throws it out. The
week of our graduation, John the Bum is there for our rehearsal until Sister
taps him on the shoulder and tells him to leave. Father Phil and Sister leave
Our Lady of Victory a few weeks after our graduation. They make the
announcement that they are each moving on during an all-school
assembly-Father Phil to the suburbs, Sister back to Baltimore. They still let
John the Bum stay inside the church after Father Phil leaves. At least until
September, when they kick him out after a teacher finds him pantsless,
squatting in the bushes by the grotto during the first- through fourth-grades
recesses, taking a shit and burying it with his bare hands.
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How to Make Red Velvet Cake
Tiffany L. Smoot

WHOEVER SAID THAT THE WAY TO A MAN'S HEART WAS THROUGH HIS STOMACH

must know my aunt Doreen. The woman can cook. My mouth waters just
thinking about her juicy collard greens and ham hocks with sizzling hotwater cornbread and black-eyed peas. I swear, you've never seen a woman
who can make her kind of hot, bubbly macaroni and cheese so good that
you'd give your own mother the stink eye for finishing off the last corner.
Looking at her, you'd never know Aunt Doreen was a natural-born
temptress. At five feet tall, Dori weighs close to two hundred pounds. The
mixed hand she was dealt genetically resulted in her disproportionate frame.
All her weight is clumped around her hips and thighs, leaving her chest and
butt with a curious resemblance to a deflated souffle. And although her hair
is always done and nicely arranged, it frames her Milk Dud face. She looks
like a Mrs. Potato Head without the fun pieces.
So it's no small wonder that Aunt Doreen never lacks male company.
And not just any kind of man, either-good looking, well-spoken, clean
men. She dumped a doctor last summer to have a fling with a local politician. Dori is something else. She says it's all in her cooking. Or more specifically, it's all about her red velvet cake. Just the name itself evokes thoughts
of decadence and sin, naked lovers, blood-red cake.
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I've seen her in action before and I've tried it myself, and I'm telling you,
this is the way to bring a man to his knees. No kidding. The thing is, you
can't just make this cake and deliver it to him. It's a process, a process that
he needs to be present for.
Before I tell you what ingredients to use and what utensils to get out,
you must, you must, you must understand one thing: This is not just
cooking, it's seduction. Memorize the recipe and, for fuck's sake, do not use
a measuring cup. You must go about this as if you were born to make red
velvet cake. You must go about this as if you created red velvet cake. The
best way to do this is to premeasure all ingredients. After you do that, put
them back in the cupboard or fridge. Be mindful of where you place them.
The ingredients shouldn't be clustered together, but randomly placed.
Now here's a list of what you'll need:
2 cups granulated sugar
2 cups flour
1 teaspoon baking soda
1/2 teaspoon salt
3 eggs
1-1/2 bottles of red food coloring
1 cup buttermilk
1 cup vegetable oil
1 teaspoon vanilla extract
1 teaspoon white vinegar
2 8-inch cake pans
1 mixing bowl
1 large, long-handled spoon
Aunt Dori always makes her frosting ahead of time and stores it in the
fridge. This is a good trick, too; it'll look like you're always baking, making
little sweet treats for your man.
After you get your utensils out, preheat the oven to 350°. In a large
mixing bowl combine all dry ingredients, then stir in the wet ones. Carry on
light conversation with your man as you mix. Now, some people use electric mixers to blend the wet and dry ingredients. Not Aunt Doreen. She gets
her large bowl and places it against her thick body just below her plump
breasts, and using the long-handled spoon begins to stir. Her movements are
at first slow and deliberate as she folds the wet into the dry. Keep the conversation up.You want him focused on you and your movements. Ask him
questions about his favorite foods. If his eyes stray from yours (hopefully
landing somewhere below your chin), you're on the right track. After you've
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gotten a good thick consistency, spice up your batter with a dash of rum.
Now it's time to get your guy involved. Sweetly ask him to come grease your
pans. Sure, you could just use non-stick spray, but you want him to slide a stick
of butter back and forth on each. After he's done this, pour the completed mixture evenly into the cake pans. Bake for a half hour on the center rack.
Here comes the fun part. Run your forefinger along the rim of the
mixing bowl. Stick the fingertip into your mouth. Go no further. Going as
far as the fingertip is sexy, going to the knuckle is street-walker whorish. Ask
him if he'd like to sample some of the batter. When he accepts, offer him
your red velvet-covered finger. I can tell you now, you're not going to meet
too many men who will pass on your batter-covered finger. If somehow you
have found that very rare breed of male who passes on the batter, get rid of
him. You want a man, not a tepid spoon-fed boy.
As the realization of your seduction dawns on him, your man might just try
to usher you into the nearest bedroom. No, stop him in his tracks; not yet.
Patience is a virtue, ladies. Aunt Dori starts up the light conversation again. You
want your man hungry, frustrated, and ready to play cat to your mouse.
When it's time to take the cake layers out of the oven, set them on the
counter and let them cool completely. If he's a real man, he can't help but be
turned on by the sight of the two red cake rounds with you standing over
them. Smile up at him and assure him he'll get to taste your cake soon. If he
raises his eyebrows at what could be construed as a double entendre, hold
his gaze, then innocently drop your eyes to the cakes. Let him believe what
he may-you know what you were talking about.
Before you empty the cake pans, run a knife along the sides to make sure
the cake didn't stick. Then, flip the tins over and retrieve your icing. It's best
to use the rubber spatula when smoothing the icing over the cake.
Tell your man you want him to ice the cake. He might feign ignorance
and beg to be excused from such a task, but Aunt Dori says this is one of
the key steps in his seduction, so you must succeed in getting his assistance.
As he begins clumsily icing the cake, you will guide him, first simply giving
verbal guidance. Then you'll get closer and guide his hands as he works.
Finally, you'll deftly take over the task, smoothing out all the rough areas.
By the time you cut the cake, he won't know what hit him.
Cut a piece big enough for two. Take out two forks, but feed him the
first bite from your fork. From there, you can improvise, proceeding as you
see fit. However, for best results, go no further today. Send him home with
your delicious red velvet cake and let him remember your time together each

time he has a slice, each time he hears the mention of red velvet cake. Give
him a day, give him two days-he'll come running back, maybe even
.
.
proposmg marriage.
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How to Survive Your First Cattle Branding
Francesca Thompson

I KNOW WHAT YOU'RE THINKING. You'RE THINKING, "I LIVE IN THE CITY. I KNOW
how to deal with parking meters, taxi drivers, homeless people, and public
urination. Cattle branding-that is something with which I do not know
how to deal. Nor do I care to learn." I was you, too. Living in my apartment
building, taking the subway, shooing away bums. I, like you, did not feel the
need to educate myself about the cattle branding ritual. However, I now
wish somebody had sat me down and told me what I will tell you, because
when I arrived, clueless, at my first branding, I knew I was screwed. Read
on, and you will thank me for this later.
So it's early spring, branding season in South Dakota or Montana or
Wyoming or wherever you may find yourself on a beautiful day in May. The
sun is glowing high in the sky, the long, cumulus prairie clouds ride low over
the grass, the yellow clover is in its first bloom, and the warm air smells
putrid, like burning hair. From about five miles away you can already hear
the cattle on the ranch braying; they know what today is. Cattle are far
more intuitive than people give them credit for. Well ... when they smell
burning hair they start to get nervous.
The first thing you need to know before you start your branding experience
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is that you will participate. I know the ranchers invited you, possibly even
told you that you would "just watch". This is a lie. If there is one thing
country ranchers like, it's putting city people in country situations. They like
to watch us panic. Never trust a rancher when he says you can "just watch".
And be prepared to be the object of raucous laughter, at least for a couple
hours or so.
Now that you know that you will indeed be a physical participant in the
branding process, you will need to know how to dress. A big factor to consider when deciding on your branding attire is that you will, at some point,
get smeared with cow shit. This is inevitable when you gather fifteen or
more calves in one pen at a time. As they are cows, they don't use much discretion as to when or where they pee or poop, and the likelihood that they
will decide to relieve themselves while you are within range is quite high. I
recommend wearing old jeans or pants that are already done for, and a Tshirt of a similar nature. And unless you want your hair to permanently
smell like it's been burned, I'd recommend wearing some kind of hat as well.
Also, sunscreen. Slather it, regardless of whether it's going to be sunny or
not. Haven't you heard of UV rays? They penetrate the clouds. You will be
spending ten-plus hours outside today, and the last thing you need when you
get into bed tonight is a raging sunburn.
As for footwear, why do you think cowboys wear cowboy boots? I can
tell you it's not because these boots have recently become vogue in the
fashion world (city people like to pretend they're from the country, but only
if it's trendy). It's because as long as cowboys have been around, they've
needed a pair of shoes to keep poop out of their socks. So those Gucci cowboys with the patent leather and rhinestones? Perfect for cocktail parties at
the Hilton, so, please, leave them at the Hilton. I definitely don't recommend
tennis shoes, or anything that doesn't reach at least mid-calf, unless you like
the feel of mud and shit between your toes.
You may have realized that I've mentioned shit several times already.
Get used to it. If you've any deep-seated or religious objections to shit, quit
reading now and head as far toward the East Coast as possible.
Now, assuming you have donned the proper attire, it is time to attend a
branding.
You will most likely have to drive anywhere between forty-five minutes
to a couple of hours to reach your destination. Ranchers are that way-they
like to sequester themselves and their cattle on big chunks of land as far as
possible from civilization. Once you arrive, there will be the obligatory
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milling around, smoking of cigarettes, and discussion of how the season has
been so far. I wouldn't recommend taking part in this unless you have some
knowledge of ranching, which you don't. So just stand back for this part
and try not to look like a complete city idiot. Leave your cell phone and
iPod in the car. In fact, don't even bring them to the ranch. You won't have
cell reception anyway. "But," you say, "my phone always has five bars, even
in the most-" No. You will not get reception. And plugging in to your iPod
will just make you look like an idiot.
Time to get down to the physical. First, the cattle need to be brought in
from the pastures to the corral. This is done with horses and four-wheelers.
I know you've never ridden a horse, so you'd rather take one of the fourwheelers-at least it's mechanical and makes you feel less like you'll pee
your pants if you try to ride it. The ranchers won't let you drive one. They
will make you ride a horse. And, OK, maybe you have ridden a horse. But
let me tell you, these are not city horses. Nor are they suburb horses. Nor
are they even small-town horses. These are rural plains horses, raised in the
country, raised with predators like coyotes and bobcats. You may have
ridden a horse around in a pen with soft, nonthreatening terrain, but you
have not ridden a horse across the plains.
So the horse they will give you will be one of the dinky ones and its
name will be something encouraging like Champ or Winston, but it's probably the horse no one else wants to ride, so take caution. As this isn't a
lesson on horse riding, you're on your own with this one. The best advice I
can really give is this: try to stay mostly out of the way. And don't let your
horse run away with you or get lost. If you get lost, you will never find your
way back. Other than that, if there is any real trouble the ranchers will come
to your rescue. They don't want to see you dead, only humiliated.
Back at the corral, you've gathered the first round of cattle. You've
never heard cows moo so loudly and all at once. After a few hours, you'll
be able to mentally block the sound so you don't go completely insane. Now
it's time to separate the calves from the adults. This will be done mostly by
the teenage boys in the group because they aren't allowed to do the actual
branding, and spooking the cattle gives them a little more macho to work
with. Plus, they get to use what I call cow zappers (long plastic wands with
metal tips that give an electrical zap when you press a button), which is also
pretty macho. The mature cattle will be grouped and moved into a separate
area of the corral to line up for their yearly vaccinations. This is the boring
part, cows getting shots (for bovine herpes and things). Plus, you won't be
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allowed to take part in it-you've probably never used a synnge on a
human and you won't be allowed to use one on a cow.
Now down to the real dirty work. There will be anywhere from fifteen
to twenty calves in the calf pen at any one time. You can try as long as you
can to remain on the sidelines, your hat pulled down low, watching curiously while trying to remain incognito, but the ranchers will get you into the
pen at some point. Whether it is by relentless heckling, complaints about
being short-handed, or plain physical force, you will end up with the calves.
Now, once inside, do not be afraid. They may weigh almost as much as you
do, but the calves are infinitely more afraid of you than you are of them.
They will all group together and try their best to cower in the corner,
mooing. You are going to need a partner with whom to wrangle one. Your
best match would probably be the ten-year-old cowgirl granddaughter who
still knows way more about ranching than you do, but is probably your
match in terms of ability to calf-wrangle.
After choosing her as your partner-let's call her Mariah-the two of you
need to spot and choose one of the runty looking calves. Do not, I repeat, do
not, attempt to wrangle one of the larger bulls because, even though they are
technically babies, they could very easily deliver a nose-crushing blow to your
face with a back hoof. Trust me, just stick to the small, skinny ones. Once
you've chosen one, you need to approach it and grab one of its back legs,
which is most likely covered in shit. Do not let this make you hesitate.
Hesitation could mean injury, as the calf will immediately start to buck its leg
once you grab it. Mariah will grab one of its front legs, and together, with all
of your strength (you will need it), the two of you will flip the calf over onto
its back. Immediately after it is down, grab the other back leg and pin them
both to the ground. Mariah will do the same with the front legs. Just hope
that your calf isn't a feisty one because the feisty ones will struggle. If you get
a feisty one just hold on as hard as you can and pray. Or you could release
and run, depending on how much taunting you're ready to endure.
Once you've pinned down your calf, you and Mariah need to wait.
There will be somewhere between three and five of the older, more experienced ranchers going around with the branding irons. Once they get to you
and your calf, focus all your energy on holding the calf down when the iron
makes contact, just to be prepared.
Some calves will fidget when they feel it, in which case you have to make
sure they don't move too much so the brand doesn't get smeared. Some will
just lie and moo. Hopefully most of yours are the lying, mooing kind. When
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the iron touches the calf, a cloud of putrid burned-hair smoke will rise
immediately so, if you don't think you can handle it, hold your breath for
those few moments.
You might think you're done after the calf has been branded. You might
think you can mercifully return to standing to wipe your shit-covered hands
on your pants and let the little cow run off. But no. Before that is done, you
need to check the sex of your calf. If it's a female, you're home free, and she
can run off to cower once more. However, if it's a male, you must keep the
calf pinned to the ground and wait for "the snippers". Three guesses. Did I
mention that you'll probably get some blood on you, too? The older
ranchers not going around with irons will have freshly sharpened knives
and blood-covered cans of mysterious white foam in their blood-covered
hands, looking like strange murderers in cowboy hats. I suppose they are
murderers of sorts-murderers of future generations of cows.
Once one of the snippers makes his way over to your calf and sees it is
a bull, he will first snip off the fur-covered sac protecting the calf's testicles.
For some odd reason the younger children running around the ranch will
find it great fun to collect these fuzzy little vestiges and throw them at each
other like furry testicle bombs. Your plans to raise children in a major metropolitan area will be cemented in your mind. Once the fur covering has
been snipped, the testicles, because they have not descended, will need to be
coaxed from up between the calf's legs. This could take a few minutes.
Sometimes the balls like to hide. The rancher needs to sort of push them out
by pressing his hand against the calf's side, the way you might push on a tube
of toothpaste to get the last bit out. You are not obliged to watch, though
after thirty calves the shock value wears off and it will become nothing too
special, even to my city reader. Once the rancher finds the testicles, he snips
them off with his knife, easy as one two three. He then sprays the wound
with the can of disinfectant/blood-clotting solution. At this point, you are
free to let your calf go. You might expect him to rise slowly, mooing a slow,
mournful tune because of all the horrible pain he is in but the truth is, he is
resilient. He will prove it by jumping up at once and trotting back to group
with his friends in the corner like nothing happened. The mystery remains
why these calves can bounce back so quickly from being branded and castrated. Plenty of grown men would be incapacitated for weeks.
After you've seen this done a few times, the ranchers will offer to let you
carry around the blood-covered can of disinfectant and spray once they are
done snipping. You may politely decline but by now you know you will
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have to do it at some point. Just make sure you shake the can first, and then
spray with dignity, my friend. Spray with dignity.
Now, I know you are going to ask, "But what do they do with the cow
balls?" Well you can't just throw them away. Ranchers never waste. You will
notice that the testicles are being collected in a giant red cooler, one of those
usually reserved for ice and PBR. One of the ranchers' wives will be sitting
at the cooler; she has been given the task of squeezing the actual testicles out
of their thin membrane coverings. The balls then go into a different cooler,
their discarded membranes into an old coffee can. Lovely. You are asking
yourself, "Why, why on earth are these going into a cooler?" And now it
shall dawn on you the way it dawned on me: When the ranchers talked
about eating oysters after the branding, they didn't mean oysters the way
you think of oysters. And you were worried you were going to have to eat
shellfish to be polite. What you wouldn't give now to be able to slurp some
slimy sea creature from a shell instead.
The average rancher-in South Dakota, at least-has about seven hundred head of cattle on his ranch at any given time. About half of these are
calves. That makes 350 calves. It takes thirty to forty minutes to finish off a
pen full of calves, which averages about eighteen. Do the math, and you'll
realize you'll be at this for at least ten hours. The adult cows will be done
with their vaccinations long before the branding is done. When I did it, it
took twelve. The ranchers will take a break for lunch, yes, but after that you
won't be quitting until the lot is done. If you start at nine a.m., this could
be as late as nine p.m., or even later. It may be wise to bring a snack to hold
you over between lunch and quitting time. Then again, you may not have
much of an appetite.
After the sun has begun to set behind the plains, and all seven hundred
head of cattle are resting comfortably once more in the pasture, looking picturesque and munching on grass like any other moment of any other day, it
will be time to make the trek back up to the ranch house and eat. Whichever
rancher the house belongs to, his wife will have made dinner, along with the
help of any other wives who have come along. Possibilities for a menu
include sloppy joes, burgers (fresh from the pasture), or ... sloppy joes. If
you're over the age of thirteen, the ranchers will also heckle you to no end
if you don't have a beer. Even if you don't like beer. Oysters will of course
be served on the side.
Before you go hiding in the bathroom for two hours so you won't have
to eat one, just know: They honest-to-God taste like fried chicken. They
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look like fried chicken. They are prepared exactly like fried chicken. You
won't feel like a real country gal or guy until you've eaten one, realized that
it tastes like fried chicken, and still refrained from eating any more because,
well ... they're baby cow testicles. And to my vegetarian readers: The
manner in which these oysters were procured and prepared is worlds more
humane and sanitary than the process for your average chicken nugget.
Now you are officially fully prepared to attend your first cattle
branding. As a last note, I realize there is a controversy headed by animal
activists on the practice of cattle branding. Many people think branding and
castration is cruel and inhumane. I find myself wondering how many of
these people have actually experienced one. Calves recover extremely
quickly from both procedures, and the pain they endure is worth the suffering they would experience if they weren't branded and castrated.
Unbranded, they would very possibly starve or be killed if they were to
wander off the pasture, unable to be identified. The cattle in these parts of
the country roam pretty damn free and are free from the nastiness of feedlots and factory farming, two practices that are infinitely more hurtful than
the ones I have described. The process of branding allows them this
freedom. Things like ear tags or paint don't last-tags are easily torn out,
especially during mating season, and paint wears off with shedding and
weather. When a permanent, pain-free, affordable method of tagging
becomes available, I trust cattle owners will adopt it. As for castration, if left
otherwise, the bulls become extremely aggressive in large herds. Castration
keeps them from killing or injuring one another or the ranchers.
So let's hit the basics: wear clothing that can withstand being smeared
with shit and/or blood; because you are an inexperienced city person,
always pick the runty-looking calves; never hesitate to flip the calf, unless
you want a broken nose. And don't be afraid to eat the oysters.
Happy branding!
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Ricky's Dad's Dick
Brandon Will

"FUCKIN', MY OLD MAN TURNS HIS WHEELCHAIR, BANGS HIS KNEE ON THE TABLE,

plates cause a ruckus, orange juice spills on the eggs, my ma rushes in, wipes
it up, he's wheelin' away bein' a bitch, and I don't know ... I never thought
anything like this before, bro, but I think, like, maybe his dick don't work no
more, yo. I never thought about my dad's dick in my life, bro! Never. But I
don't know what the fuck MS does to ya besides make ya a cranky ho ... "
"Fuck ..." Ray barely knows this kid. You make one mistake, he thinks,
one mistake-one time you go against your better judgment and drink Lite
beers with Ricky from the swim team in Coach Hellman's garage. Sitting on
a weight bench. Looking at vintage metal signs and beer bottle collections.
Frat rock. Crying baby inside. Bad buzz. Hang out long enough to be polite,
and still, when you excuse yourself, Ricky puts beers in his pockets, says he
should be going, too. Having never hung out with Ricky, you make one
"your daddy" joke, one-with most friends just something you do-but
now ...
"It fucked with my head, bro. So-wanna know what I did?"
On the freeway overpass, a constant stream of white lights rush up on
the left of their stumbling silhouettes; glowing reds race away to the right.
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"Fuckin', I waited, bro. I looked it up. So, like, some guys have problems
with their dicks not workin' no more 'cause of it. But not all."
Ray realizes who would really love this fuckin' story: Gus. Gus
Goddamn Berenger, his estranged best friend.
Ricky continues, "It gets me thinkin' all kindsa thoughts I don't wanna
think, bro. I do what I can, but my ma deals with it all the time. She's a good
lady. She's like forty-five. Isn't that when a bitch's sexual prime is, bro? She'd
never cheat on the guy. So, like, if his dick don't work ... that's fucked. She's
my ma, ya know? I want her to be happy."
Ricky could pass for twenty, but Ray's sixteen can barely pass for fifteen. It's fuckin' funny: He and Gus used to hate Ricky and Ricky's pal
Donny. Gym class rivals. Ricky and Donny used to call them butt-humpers
and Brokeback Mountain; Gus and Ray would call them things they didn't
know, like Lenny and Squiggy, and frustrate them. Or simply call them butthumpers back, inducing wild rage. But now Donny is dead, Hellman's taken
them under his macho wings, and a weird truce has been formed.
"It's not something you can ask your ma or dad, if your dad's junk
works. It's not something you can ask anybody in the whole world, man ...
so the night before my birthday, I'm helping my old man cut wood in the
garage. He makes fuckin' birdhouses. Sells 'em on eBay. It's like his hobby,
bro. He's in a good mood, asks what I wanna do for my b-day. I look in his
eyes and say, "I want to go to the titty bar."
It's official: Gus would fuckin' love this story! Why's he gotta be such a
bitch!? Ricky's not such a bad guy. "He took you!?"
Ricky winks, brings the beer to his lips. "I'll get to that."
"We can't do this shit here, man." Ray nods over his shoulder to the dirt
trail leading down to the river, beelines toward it. Ricky follows, pops the tab.
Fizz fizzes. In the middle of the street, Ricky swoops in, slurps the fizz. Ray
shuffles, willing Ricky to hurry the fuck up, but tries to stay cool, laughing,
"Come the fuck on, man!" Ricky finally follows, out of the street spotlight
into the dark woods. Ricky hands a beer to Ray. By the river there's a dead
tree fallen over. They sit on it. Ray taps the top to settle the fizz.
"So fuckin' Thursday night, I just got done jerkin' off and I want a glass
of milk." Ricky throws his old can into the river. "I'm headin' to the kitchen
and I hear him talking to my ma in the livin' room," Ricky pops the tab of
a new can, slurps fizz, "sayin' he's gonna take me to Canada. It's something
I'm gonna end up doin' anyway-it's Detroit, it's what you do, he'd rather
it happen when he can drive and be in control."
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"How does he fuckin' drive, man?"
"What?"
"Your dad. With the ... how does he fuckin' drive, then?"
"He has one of those robot cars with the gas pedals and everything on
the dash."
"Nice, sweet." Ray sips his beer daintily.
"I couldn't hear the rest of the conversation 'cause my little sister
walked into the hallway, and like, I was in my boxers, and I don't know,
bro, I just feel weird bein' around her like that." Towering black trees catch
Ricky's loud-ass echoes, throw 'em around. "So, titty bars in Canada, I
guess America too, can't even sell liquor if they show muff, man."
"So you saw ..." Ray searches for a word less pathetic, "muffs and
everything?"
Ricky nods lewdly, as if staring at Canadian muff right then and there.
"Man, oh man." Ray's never seen muff up close, but the idea of
Canadian stripper muff doesn't sound great. The Degrassi gals are kinda
pasty. He laughs anyway.
"We had to let some bouncer let us in the back where there's a ramp to
unload food into the kitchen."
Ray nods, not liking the idea of food being served amidst exposed
Canadian vag.
"People looked at us." Ricky slams his beer, throws it into the darkness
of the river. "So I'm not gonna like, look if he's got a tent pitched. But I seen
a few lap dances goin' on. I get this fuckin' idea. I say I'm gonna go piss.
My voice cracks an' my dad laughs, and inside I'm all like Shut up, bitch.
He asks, 'You likin' it here?' with this smile. It's weird looking at pussy with
your dad, bro. I just say, 'Yeah, it's fuckin' awesome,' and head to the bathroom. This girl I saw givin' some dude a dance is talkin' to this bouncer
dude, who all nods at me when I walk up and stand behind 'em. I don't
wanna interrupt. This guy is pimp, all muscle, like Vin-fuckin'-Diesel, just
leanin' back ... ," Ricky leans back, channeling the guy, "surveyin' the
crowd, talkin' to this beautiful bitch. He stops talking to her; she looks and
comes to me. I don't know what I'm gonna say, so I just start talkin', bro,
telling her I need a favor, and it's gonna sound weird, but I'm not a weirdo,
yo. She's seen weird, she says, and it don't look like me. She's leanin' in all
close ... sooo fuckin' hot-perky, perfect titties. I'm poppin' a chub. Not
sure if you're s'posed to not do that, so I'm keepin' it down with my pinkie,
through my pocket. This bouncer guy's eyeing me, but fuck it. I'm talking
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to a beautiful bitch, man, and she's naked, right next to me."
Ray sips his beer. This is the most amazing adventure he's ever heard. A
car drives by behind them. Ray snaps his head to make sure it keeps going,
snaps right back.
"So I jus' told her everythin'. My dad's got MS, is a real bitch, but he's
a good guy, and my ma takes care'a him, and yeah, it's weird, but I just need
to know if his dick works. Mom's a real great lady and would never cheat
on him or anything. Foxy bitch tells me I'm sweet, to head back to the table.
"Dad's sitting at a weird angle; the table's too small for him to push
under. He asks which one's my fave. I point to her, but he don't know I
talked to her. He flags her down. She looks all surprised. 'Can I help you
gennelmen?' Dad holds out a fitty, 'Got a birthday boy here.' She tucks it in
her li'l strap thing. I feel weird with my dad there, but she starts all moving
to the music, bro, ass an' titties all in my face. Wanna grab those titties! But
I don't think you're s'posed to."
Ray doesn't like all this bitch this, titties that, everything's muffies and
titties and bitches. They're women. They have breasts. But he'd never correct Ricky. He'd never hear the end of it. So he sips his beer. Daintily.
"She's shakin' her ass by my dick like she's gonna sit on my lap. Her ass
... amazing, bro. Glistenin' in the pink lights. She bends over ... I can see
her lil' diamond. Perfect titties in my face, all swayin' with the music ..."
Ricky imitates her dance, with none of the allure of the original. "She's
mushin' her titties together, touchin' her nippies, goin' lower, and I shit you
not, she fuckin' grabs my dick through my pants, yo!"
Ray's mouth drops open. Ricky nods and smiles, takes another glug.
"She squeezes it, not lookin' at me, like checking to make sure no one's
seein' this shit. I'm 'bout to explode, dude. She smiles this smile like she
knows exactly what I'd do to her if we were alone. She loves it, bro. Then
she's movin' away. Fuckin' tease. But I remember the mission; she's goin' for
it. My blood's relay-racin' from my heart to my dick, bro, poundin' in my
ears. She sways over to Dad. He looks over to me-I feel weird lookin' my
dad in the eyes with a boner, it dies a little. He's got this oh, fuck look, total
deer caught in the headlights, bro. He's smilin', but not his real smile. She
leans down, ass in the air-my bone pops up again-she whispers in his ear.
He says, 'No, thanks, I'm married. This is for the boy tonight.' I want to go,
bro. But I got the biggest boner of my life still. So I gotta jus' sit. She whispers, dancin' that thing where she almost sits on you. He smiles, an' I know
she's gain' for it. I look away, drink my pop. This redhead's dancin' on the
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stage-biggest bush I ever seen, even in porns. Kinda nasty. The more I look
around, the more kinda sad this place is. All these horny-lookin' dudes, all
these fuckin' ... wishes in their eyes. Can't get no muff nowhere else. Then
there's commotion ... she's leaned in ... he slaps her arm away. Says he's sorry,
he's married, he's Catholic, it was really just s'posed to be for the boy tonight.
She keeps smiling, says sorry and walks away, bro ... we're quiet for a minute.
'That dancer sure was a fine one,' he says. 'Gettin' too frisky for me. I feel bad
lying about tonight to your ma already. Real fine looker, though. If I wasn't
married ...' But I don't think that's it. I think it's, If I wasn't married, and in
this fucking wheelchair pissing my pants all the time ..."
Ricky raises beer can to lips, warm beer glugs into his mouth. And when
he lowers his head again, a bit of the far-off streetlight catches a wetness in
his eye, and Ray realizes Ricky's fuckin' crying a little bit, and that's just the
most depressing fuckin' thing, and he damns it if things are gonna be weird
now between him and Ricky.
"I put him in a fuckin' bad position, bro. It's my fuckin' fault, like he
was made to feel, like, inadequate. His fuckin' eyes, man. He keeps talking
'bout how hot all these bitches are, but it's not like how you'd be saying it
if you'da been there, ya know?"
"So ... did you talk to her? Did she know?"
"We made eye contact later; she smiled all fuckin' fake. Winked like a bitch."
All that can be heard is Ray finishing his beer.
"Wow. Fuck."
"Yeah. You should go sometime. Pretty amazing place. I jerked off, like,
forty-five times when I got home that night."
Ray nods, throws his can into the river, looks over. On the bank a shopping cart, old and rusty, lies on its side. "You know what?" Ray says to Ricky.
"What, bro," tired Ricky says more than asks.
"That shopping cart ..." Ray nods. Ricky's eyes follow to the up-turned
cart. " ... needs to be thrown in the river."
Ricky smiles with Ray as they walk over to the cart. They stand on either
side of it, lean down, intertwine fingers with wire mesh. They wobble, laughing,
catch a rhythm, rock it back, forth, like a cradle, picking up momentum,
reaching their shoulders, inertia into swaying arms, dying to go into the river
and die. Ray looks to Ricky, nods. They bring it back one last time, forward,
up, pull their fingers back. Fling it in the air. Laughs follow the cart, surpass it,
fade into the night. The cart crosses the moonlit sky, gleaming dully, arc
unstopped, dips into a nosedive. Crashes into the black mirror of the river.
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The Carved Indian
Danielle Desjardins

DEAR JACOB,

There is, I fear, something wrong with our poor Nelle. The girl we
know-always moving, always present in one context or another in the
palm of my hand-is gone, and has been replaced with a sort of carved
Indian of herself, like one of those gaudy creations that stands watch outside of cigar shops and antique stores. She looks much the same-same light
hair, now stained the color of corn; same red polyp-lips, pulled tight, almost
thin, over dull, square teeth; same tiny hands and feet, delicate, long-boned,
even tinier when stationary-but made entirely of wood.
The first time it happened we were at my house, sitting at the kitchen
table. Her hair was shiny underneath the lights, and though the room was
smoky and dense, it was pleasant with the biting garlic smell of our dinner.
She had a cigarette between her fingers, as she usually does, and was complaining about being tired, as she usually does. But there was something different about the quality of her voice, a jagged, splintering raspiness that
wasn't there before. Her eyes seemed more dead, somehow, too, more
painted on, and that voice, the splinters in her voice made me want to clear
my own throat; but fearful, too, lest there be sharp pieces of wood sticking

Danielle Desjardins

197

from my own soft tissues that would pull and tear my voice away until it
was like the same moth-eaten cloth as Nelle's.
I walked behind her chair and put my arms around her to comfort her,
and for a few minutes she petted my hand and squeezed my forearm,
leaning her head back into the hollow of my neck so that I couldn't help but
inhale the strange smoke-and-talc scent of her hair. After a while, though,
as she usually does, she started to pull away, gently trying to release herself
from my grip which I tightened around her. She struggled, sighed, then
slowly, slowly it started to happen. She started to turn to wood.
It started with her hands. They dropped from my arms to the tabletop
with a dull thud, her fingers folded and curled into complicated-looking
fists, riddled with thin, dark lines. It seemed to spread from there, up her
arms, through her chest, which seemed to shrink as it hardened into itself,
until her eyes went blank and the softness of her hair and skin turned rough
underneath the pressure of my embrace. I walked all around the table,
apprizing the way the light played off of the shiny, slick stain of her hair, the
near liquid white paint inside her blank eyes. She was about the same size
but seemed smaller, more dense, because of her incredible stillness. I poked
and prodded and tickled her, rapped against her skull with my knuckles to
see if she was hollow (she was not), and carried her to the couch.
She was heavy-much heavier than I remembered her being at previous
times I had carried her-soft, compliant, star-limbed in my arms. On the
couch, I continued to kiss and caress her for hours, but she kept staring, fists
still clenched, skin still unresisting under my fingers.
Jacob, what horror I felt when, several hours later, late, late into the
night, her skin was still hard and cool under my dancing fingers, my pursed
lips. I debated taking her home, dropping her on her front step, hoping
she'd slowly dissolve back into flesh and bone and blood. Even if she hadn't,
I figured someone would find her eventually, and what harm could come of
someone made entirely of wood-presuming, of course, that it did not rain.
I was still fearful, though, and decided instead to take her up to my bed. I
laid a pillow underneath the carved curve of her head, pulled my white
sheets up to her chin, draped myself over her solid body, and went to sleep.
When I awoke, sunlight streaming in the windows onto the pillow
where I had rested Nelle's head, I saw no trace of her in the bed. I breathed
a sigh of relief, knowing that she had somehow become normal during the
night, though I was angry, too, that she had left without saying goodbye.
Nelle returned the next day, warm and soft, the way she ought to be,
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and I was so glad to see her that I immediately grabbed her around the waist
and lifted and twirled her. I rubbed my own rough cheek against hers and
pushed hair out of her eyes (loose hair; liquid, blinking eyes) and for a while
she smiled and laughed, but eventually pulled away, murmuring something
about wanting a drink of water. I tugged at her arm, gripped the soft circle
of her wrist and held on, pulling her back toward me, running my fingers
along the rungs of her rib cage until she started to struggle.
"Stop," she said, her voice raspy, ragged again, and I held tighter, afraid
that she would again turn to wood, and as I clutched her, the crown of her
head started to turn, her hands clenched, and she became a carved, portable
Indian again.
Knowing this time that there was nothing I could do but wait, I tied her
to my leg and dragged her around behind me, thumping and scraping
against the hardwood of my apartment, until the bottoms of her feet started
to scuff the floor. I tried to pull her arms away from her body, to tie them
to my own, but they would not budge. They appeared to be carved into her,
or, rather, carved out of the solid log that she had become.
I talked to her for hours, but there was no response. I tried to force a lit
cigarette between her lips-they were only singed-and I kissed the darkened place, and aside from a low, insistent buzzing that seemed to come
from deep inside her wooden shell, she was silent.
That was some days ago, and the wood and multicolored stain has yet to
melt away and reveal our Nelle again. For a while I lugged her around after
me, taking her on walks around the neighborhood, dragging her to bed after
me; I kissed her until I fell asleep, and when I awoke I pleasured myself against
her carved leg and polished her afterward with oil and a rag. But the elements
started to take their toll on her-some of the stain had been rubbed from the
top of her head, so that her yellow hair graded into pale, well-sanded wood;
her feet were chipped into disfigured splinters, and there were bite marks along
her ankles where an animal had found and gnawed her while I basked in the
park-and I eventually decided to leave her in the house.
She stands in the kitchen, underneath one of the focused, cone-like pools
of light from the sconces that hang from the ceiling. I'm afraid she has
grown quite dusty there, as in her silence she is sometimes easily forgotten.
I still hug and caress her frequently, carrying her to the couch or the bed
when I want to hold her in my arms, but I was not accustomed to dusting
her when she was living, so it is hard to get into the habit now.
I am telling you not just because she was your friend, but also because I
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hope you would know what to do with a person who has spontaneously
turned to wood. Surely someone will notice that she has gone missing, and
I cannot begin to imagine how I will explain how she came to be a handsomely carved figure in my kitchen. I have thought of setting fire to her, of
dropping her in the bathtub, of reading to her at night, and of selling her to
the local cigar shop, but I fear most of the options will cause her some pain,
if not mutilation, and I haven't the heart to sell her for petty cash.
Please reply as soon as you can, whether you have found a way to tum
her back or not. I cannot be sure if she hears us, but a visit from you would
be a pleasure for me as well as her, regardless.
Sincerely,
Koz
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Backyard Brawl
Aaron Gutierrez

IT WAS A BRISK, EARLY SATURDAY AFTERNOON, AND THE PLAN WAS FOR ERIC AND

me to head to the mall movie theater to buy tickets to whatever movie was
playing in order to gawk at Cindy Hamilton, who worked as a theater-ticket
ripper. Cindy had been the subject of my sexually charged teenage fantasies
since freshman year, and since the very day I found out that she worked for
the movie theater in the mall, I religiously attended every Saturday matinee
screening of whatever movie was playing just so I could interact with her for
the brief minute or so it took her to tear my ticket in half and tell me which
way the refreshment counter was.
Usually Eric and I would show up an hour before the theater opened,
when the only other people in the mall that early were elderly couples power
walking. We would sit on a bench and stare at Cindy and comment on how
great she looked in her theater uniform-black pants and matching black
vest-adjusting her gold nametag and bright red bow tie as she swept and
readied the place for business. When the manager unlocked the doors, we
would jump in line with the rest of the money-conscious early birds to buy
tickets for the matinee screening.
"Two for the matinee, please," I would demand, never paying attention
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to what the matinee movie actually was because I was too busy being fixated on Cindy Hamilton from across the room.
"Two matinees. That'll be six dollars, dudes." The box-office attendant,
always the same guy-this greasy, longhaired, pimply-faced metal headwould mumble back.
Then, we would slowly walk to Cindy's ticket booth. With nervous breaths
and cold sweats we would watch as she played with strands of her curly blond
hair or pulled a string of pink bubblegum from between her front teeth and
wrapped it around her finger, sighing with boredom. When she would see us
approaching, she would quickly put the gum back in her mouth.
"Hey, boys. Back again, huh?" she would say, in her delicate little voice,
and I would stutter back, "H-hey, C-C-Cindy. H-how's it going?" immediately wanting to slap myself on the forehead for being such a dork.
She would take our tickets, and every now and then, before tearing them
and letting us pass into the theater, she would be a little taken off guard by
our unknown movie choice. For instance-"You've Got Mail? You guys
came here to see You've Got Mail?" She stared at Eric and me, her head
cocked a little to the left, puzzled. Stunned, I blurted out the first excuse I
could think of.
"What can I say?" shrugging. "I'm a huge Tom Hanks fan," followed by
the walk of shame past Cindy, down the corridor and into the darkened theater, waiting for the movie to be over so I could walk past her again on the
way out. Never saying anything to her, of course, just admiring her flawless
beauty from afar as she tore tickets for the growing Saturday afternoon rush.
But on this particular Saturday, Eric was running late-something that
never happened. As I paced my kitchen, growing increasingly antsy by the
second, trying to come up with possible scenarios to explain Eric's unusual
tardiness, the phone rang.
"DUDE!" Eric yelled so loud that the phone receiver buzzed with feedback. "Prepare yourself for the best afternoon of your life. I'll be there in
ten minutes. We are making a quick stop before the movie."
"Whoa! Whoa! Wait a second. Where the hell are you? The movie starts
in forty-five minutes!" I was a little peeved. "No stops, I don't want to miss
the movie. It's a matinee so it's cheaper. It's a good deal."
"I know, I know, but trust me on this, you won't regret it. We'll make a
quick stop and then we'll get to the theater with enough time for you to
stalk Cindy as much as you want." Eric laughed, but I didn't see the humor
in his comment.
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"Stalk!? What are you talking about? I just don't want to miss the
movie." I tried my best to sound like the voice of reason, but what I really
meant was that I didn't want to miss out on any precious staring-at-CindyHamilton-hoping-that-she-may-notice-me-and-then-t alk-to-me-and-as-aresult-fall-madly-in-love-with-me time.
"Oh riiiiiiight," Eric said mockingly, "you are afraid we'll miss the
movie that we have ALREADY SEEN THREE TIMES! Now listen. I'll be
there in ten minutes. I assure you, you'll have enough time to hang around
the theater beforehand so you can NOT talk to Cindy. K? Bye." Click.
The phone slammed down, followed by a dial tone, and immediately my
stomach tied in knots as I wondered exactly what the hell it was that Eric
had planned. Most times, people expect their friends to look out for themto keep them out of harm's way. Eric wasn't that kind of friend.
Exactly ten minutes later, I heard Eric's parents' stick-shift Toyota
Camry bounce into my driveway and screech to a halt. He beeped his car
horn in a rapid staccato rhythm and continued the annoying beeping even
after I was sitting in the passenger seat, staring at him, ready to go. He
finally stopped and looked over at me, laughing.
"I hope you're ready to experience the greatest shit ever!" he said, slamming the car into the wrong gear, stalling out, then restarting it and slamming it into the right gear, ripping backwards out of my driveway, throwing
it into drive, and peeling out loudly in front of my house. I imagine that it
may have looked pretty cool, actually, had we not been in his parents' stickshift Toyota Camry.
I sat with my arms folded tightly across my chest, sighing a few times,
and checked my watch repeatedly, reminding Eric in a grumble that we had
a schedule to keep. I wanted there to be no doubt in his mind that I did not
approve of this situation. Eric didn't respond. He just turned the car's tape
deck up louder, the cheap factory speakers crackling at the sheer power of
his Super Fast Songs That Kick Fucking Ass! mix tape.
As the last distorted notes of "Seeing Red" by Minor Threat deafened
us, Eric stopped the car at the entrance to Arrowhead Drive, the infamous
street in our neighborhood that led into the unincorporated part of town.
He rested his long, thin arms over the steering wheel, and smiled devilishly.
"You ready, man?"
We usually took trips down Arrowhead Drive the same way that most
people go to the zoo to gawk at animals in their cages or faux-wilderness
habitats. We dubbed it "no man's land"-and it was home to our area's
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finest white-trash, redneck hooligans. Literal generations of families sat
around on porches or on lawn chairs, smoking and drinking, shirtless in the
sun. The street was lined on one side with large, dilapidated houses that
teetered on the fine line between livable and condemned. The other side was
lined with closely parked mobile homes of various colors and levels of filthiness. Most of the front lawns, overgrown and yellowed, were decorated
with old car parts or actual cars, which were well-rusted, tireless, and
perched on cinder blocks. Empty beer cans, broken bottles, and abandoned
children's toys littered the curbsides.
"What in the hell are we doing here, Eric?" I asked, somewhat uneasily. Eric
drove down Arrowhead Drive, silently, at just above idle speed. An old man
clad only in a pair of white boxer shorts and house slippers sitting on a beer
cooler on one of the lawns and looking to be about a hundred years old waved
at us. His slack, sweaty, sun-darkened skin, which was carpeted in bright white
body hair, swung loosely from his frail bones as he moved his arms. His gaping
smile was as rotted and toothless as could be. He yelled something at us, but I
couldn't hear what he said. "Seriously, enough of the bullshit. Let's go," I
demanded. "We can go to the video store later and rent Deliverance, if you
want, so you can get your hick fix, but let's get out of here. It's getting late."
Eric stopped the car in front of the last house on the left side of the
street. It was a large yellow house, missing random sections of aluminum
siding in the front. The rest was badly painted and well chipped.
"Are you excited? Get excited! IT'S BACKYARD WRESTLING
TIME!" He yelled, rubbing his hands over his shaved head quickly, and letting out a high-pitched woooohoooo sound, hyping himself up.
"You're kidding, right? Please tell me you're kidding." I sat stone faced,
waiting for the joke to let up, but it never did. "I seriously don't want to watch
a bunch of inbred mutants roll around on the ground with each other."
"Come on, one match. Just one match, and I promise we will go see
Cindy." Eric snatched the keys out of the ignition and jumped out of the car,
slamming the door. I sat still, shaking my head no at him through his windshield. He jumped up and down, motioning for me to get out. Then he held
out his finger. "One match, I promise you," he told me again.
Reluctantly, I got out of the car and joined Eric, walking toward the
house. "That's my boy," he said with a laugh. "Trust me, this will be awesome. We are going to remember this freak show for the rest of our lives!"
We crossed the mini-forest of a lawn, which was more weeds than grass,
and stepped onto the gravel driveway, which crunched beneath our shoes.
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In the middle of the driveway, in back of a broken-down rusty motorcycle,
two young, shirtless, bony children sat Indian style across from each other
with a large puddle of gray stagnant rainwater between them. They were
playing with five or six cigarette butts that were floating on the surface of
the water. They made explosion sounds with their mouths as they flicked the
cigarette butts at each other, each flick of their fingers sending a splash of
dirty water onto their dusty skin as the butts went airborne.
"Yikes ... ," I muttered.
"I know, right!" Eric chuckled back. He began to hum the beginning of
the "Dueling Banjos" song, and I giggled. I was still reserved a bit, but I was
starting to lighten up-though I tried my best to make it clear to Eric, with
little passive-aggressive actions like loud sighs and constant watch checks,
that I definitely wanted to be somewhere else. Somewhere like the movie
theater. Somewhere with Cindy.
From the front of the house, I could hear muffled hoots and hollers.
Things like "Pin him, pin him," or "Break his fucking arm, you pussy!"
Before I had time to process what was happening, a frail little kid, pale and
skinny, hopped out in front of us. Eric and I both jumped back a bit in surprise.
"Welcome t'tha Backyard Brawl!" the little kid growled. He held out his
hand, three fingers extended. "It'll be three dawllors each, gentlemen!" I
looked over at Eric, and he motioned his head, as if he expected me to pay
for his half of the total.
"You have got to be kidding me, you expect me to pay ..." I could've
argued the fact, but it wouldn't have made a difference.
"Come on!" Eric replied. "I'll pay you back! I'm good for it!" I scoffed,
knowing that he would never live up to his promise. I pulled six dollar bills
from my pants pocket.
"I SAID THREE DAWLLORS OR YOU CAN GET OUT!" the little kid
snarled at us. His Kool-Aid stained lips curled around his crooked teeth.
"OK! OK!" I yelled back, throwing the bills at him. The crumpled singles bounced off the kid's chest and fell onto the puddle-pocked gravel.
"HEY! YA FUCK'N ASSHOLE!" the kid hissed, reaching down to pick up
the wet bills. He count~d them out loud, giving us the stink eye. "One ... two
... three ..." He hesitated after three, confused, concentrating as he studied
the six bills in his hands. "AW HELL! I'M SURE IT'S ALL HERE ... ENJOY
THE SHOW, GENTLEMEN!" He moved to the side to let us pass. He grimaced as we walked by him, his skinny chest heaving in intimidation as he
folded the crumpled bills and put them in his pocket.
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We made our way through a rotted, wooden carport, which looked like
it could have toppled over at any second, and crossed into the backyard. I
simply could not believe how many people were there for the event. I saw a
few familiar faces, people from my school, and I tried my best to hide my
face and blend into the crowd. I really didn't want to be seen here. Eric
scanned the crowd in disbelief.
"Can you believe how many people are here? This is quality hick entertainment."
We pushed our way through the crowd of people to the very front, right
alongside the wrestling mat, or at least, what they considered to be a
wrestling mat. It was actually six heavily soiled, king-size mattresses bound
together with duct tape and bungee cords and covered with a large slat of
corkboard. A ghostly pale teenage girl of about fifteen, wearing a neongreen bikini, circled the teetering makeshift wrestling ring. She seductively
shook out her greasy, matted, white-blond curls and strutted her shapeless
body to the delight of the crowd. Her long legs were spotted with purple
and brown bruises, and she had a poorly done homemade tattoo of a butterfly on her shoulder.
There were catcalls from the crowd, the loudest coming from a drunken
older guy who looked to be forty or so. He had a handlebar mustache and
wore a backwards trucker hat over his dishwater blond mullet. He held up
a can of Budweiser, yelling, "Yeah, baby! Show us what ya got!" He waved
his hands wildly. "Hey y'all, that's my niece up there! Come on, people,
show her some love!" She proudly waved a cardboard sign above her head,
which read WELCOME 2 THE BACKYARD BRAWL in dripping white spraypainted letters. She turned the sign over and it read LET'S GET REDY TO RUMBULL-misspellings and all.
"That girl up there, she's pretty disgusting," I whispered, leaning over Eric.
"I know! If you think that's bad, check this out." Eric pointed across the
backyard to a rusted tool shed. "You see that shed over there? Word on the
street is that after the big matches, she takes the winners behind that shed and
gives them a blowjob." We both winced in disgust at the very thought of it.
"ATTENTION!" the girl in the bikini yelled. "WELCOME TO THE
BACKYARD BRAWL!" The crowd screamed their praises at the top of their
lungs while others clanked their beer cans together. "NOW LET'S GET
READY TO RUMBLLLLLLLE!" She strutted over to the far right corner of
the wrestling mat.
It took Eric and me a few seconds to realize that the wrestler she was
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walking toward was a classmate of ours, this chubby Indian kid named
Sanjit Kapoor. I couldn't help but double over in laughter at the way he
looked. It was a far cry from how Sanjit dressed at school. His strict and traditional Indian parents dressed him in white button-up shirts, navy-blue
pleated slacks, and black leather loafers-every single day. Today, however,
Sanjit stood in all his glory, dressed in what looked to be a triple XL football jersey with the sleeves cut off. When he lifted his arms, you could see a
small black Speedo hidden under his hanging gut. He jumped up and down,
getting himself pumped for the match. His jet-black bowl haircut bounced
around as he kicked his legs out in front of him, turning the baby-blue aqua
socks he was wearing into blurs. The girl in the bikini held up his right arm
into the air and yelled his wrestling moniker out into the crowd.
"LADIES AND GENTLEMEN! THE BOLLYWOOD BEAST!" she
yelled, cheering and thrusting her bony pelvis at the front row. Sanjit ran
around in a tight circle, pumping his fist into the air as he was met with boo
after boo from the crowd. She walked across the uneven ring to the opposite
corner. There stood the Bollywood Beast's opponent. His real name was Jeff
Stickland, the natural embodiment of redneck white trash. He came from a
long line of Sticklands, each worse than the last. Eric and I had the pleasure
of knowing Jeff for a long time-though he was way older than us, we had
him every year in school. He didn't graduate until he was twenty-one years
old. Perhaps the most interesting thing about Jeff was that he was the most
racist person I knew; yet he exclusively listened to hardcore gangster rap and
talked with more ghetto twang than a gangbanger from Compton.
"AND IN THIS CORNER!" the bikini girl yelled, then paused because
she didn't know his stage name. He leaned in and whispered into her ear.
"AND IN THIS CORNER, DOCTOR FACEBREAKER!" she continued,
turning around, placing her hands on her hips and gyrating her ass at the
other side of the front row.
"YEAH, NIGGA! YEAH!" Doctor Facebreaker yelled, crip-dancing
around in his corner. He was shirtless, and the contrast between the dark
farmer tan on his arms and the rest of his pasty skin made it look like he
was still wearing a white T-shirt. The only things that gave it away were
squiggles of pink stretch marks that lined his abdomen and two round and
hairy pepperoni-sized nipples.
Before the bikini-clad girl could even jump off of the flimsy wrestling
ring, the two went at it, the Bollywood Beast running full force at Doctor
Facebreaker. They locked their arms around each other's necks and then
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exchanged a series of blows into each other's guts. The disgusting slap of
fists pounding into loose and softened skin filled the air. The crowd immediately went into a total frenzy. The wrestlers pushed into each other, raking
their hands down their soft sides before falling to the ground.
The Bollywood Beast was able to mount Doctor Facebreaker and
deliver a series of crushing slaps to his face. Doctor Facebreaker wiggled his
body like a worm, trying to buck the Beast off him. Finally, the Doctor got
to his feet, ran outside of the ring and returned with a garbage can lid. You
see, that was the thing about this backyard wrestling stuff that I didn't quite
realize before that day. While the WWF has actual wrestling matches with
special wrestling moves-despite the fact that it is all scripted-backyard
wrestling is just two kids beating the living and breathing shit out of each
other. Sometimes using fists and kicks, sometimes folding chairs and wood
baseball bats wrapped in barbed wire. Living up to his name, Doctor
Facebreaker swung the garbage can lid full force. It hissed as it cut through
the air and connected with the Bollywood Beast's face. He dropped like a
bag of bricks. He lay there motionless, two lines of dark red blood
streaming from his nostrils.
The crowd went absolutely wild. The Doctor walked out of the ring
again and returned with a long fluorescent lightbulb. He lined up with the
Beast's unconscious head as if he was teeing off on a golf swing. "FORE!"
he yelled, swinging the bulb like a golf club. It exploded in a cloud of smoke
and shattered glass fragments. The entire front row was covered in debris
but loved every second of it. The ground was literally shaking from how
crazy the crowd became. People were jumping around and high-fiving left
and right. Doctor Facebreaker kicked the unconscious Bollywood Beast in
the ribs and yelled, "Thank you, come again!" in his best imitation of an
Indian accent. "You punk-ass bitch." The Doctor held his fists up in victory.
I looked over and saw that Eric shared the same expression as I did,
total and utter shock.
"That. Was. Fucking. Awesome," I said, my jaw and eyes gaping open.
Eric couldn't even respond in full sentences, he just kept repeating "Dude!"
over and over again. "The next time I ever try to talk you out of an idea like
this, slap me!" I said to Eric. I really did have an amazing time, and plus,
you couldn't beat seeing a classmate of yours get a lightbulb busted over his
head. I checked my watch and noticed the time. "Hey, we should probably
get going. The movie. Cindy." Eric nodded, but couldn't take his eyes away
from the ring where the defeated Sanjit had finally regained consciousness
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and begun to get up slowly. I grabbed the still-stunned Eric by his arm and
started to escort him away from the side of the ring. I could still hear Jeff
Stickland screaming from the wrestling mat as we walked away.
"I'M THE BEST OF THA MUTHAFUCKIN' BEST!" he yelled. "I'LL
FUCKIN' TAKE ANY ONE OF Y'ALL ON, AND BEAT DAT ASS!" The
crowd cheered him on. "HEY! WHERE ARE THOSE FAGGOTS GOIN'?"
he screamed. I instantly knew he was referring to Eric and me.
"Come on, Eric, walk faster, we need to get out of here." Just as I said
that, something hard clanged off the back of my head. In unison, the crowd
let out a long, "Ohhhhhhhh." It dazed me for a second and my vision
blurred. I patted my hand softly on the back of my head. It was wet and
warm. I pulled my hand back and it was covered in red.
"Dude, the kid just bounced a beer bottle off of your head!" Eric said,
stunned.
"HEY! BRING THAT PUSSY UP HERE!" the Doctor demanded.
"AIN'T NO ONE LEAVIN', WE GONNA WRESTLE!" The girl in the
green bikini was hanging off his soft round shoulder.
"Hey, fuck you, redneck! My friend will rip your dick off and shove it
up your white-trash ass!" Eric yelled back.
"Eric! What the hell are you doing?! I'm bleeding; I think I need to go
to the doctor. I could have a concussion."
"Come on! You could probably kick that kid's ass!"
"Are you kidding me? Probably is the key word. He is way bigger than me."
"Yeah, it's all fat. Beat his ass, man; he just busted a bottle on your head.
Defend your honor!" Eric scoffed, and then yelled toward Doctor Face breaker.
"Yeah, you fat fuck, you're going to wish that your cousin never knocked up
your mother to conceive your dumb ass, because my friend is going to beat
your balls off and make you wish you were never born!"
"COME ON WIT IT, THEN, BITCH!" Doctor Face breaker yelled back,
motioning his hands at me to come closer. Eric pushed me through the
crowd quickly and threw me toward the wrestling mat. I was still dazed
from the bottle hit, and clumsily lost my footing on the uneven ring, sliding
across the corkboard on my face. The girl in the bikini jumped up and
down, cheering. The whole crowd roared, including the bloodied Bollywood
Beast, who stood right up front, giving me two thumbs up.
There was no other option but to fight. I suddenly remembered how my
mother always told me to just walk away from situations like this. "It is
always better to avoid a fight in the long run," she would tell me. But today,
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there was no way I was getting out of here without an ass beating, so I
might as well try to defend myself. I lifted myself to my knees, feeling lines
of dried blood crackling on the back of my neck. Doctor Facebreaker stood
ready with his fists clenched and crouched like he was going to pounce on
me like a wild dog. His nostrils flared with each heaving breath.
Off to the right of the wrestling mat I noticed an aluminum baseball bat.
That was my only chance out of this. If I could somehow get past the
Doctor and brandish that bat, I could get out of here unscathed. I would
have to be quick, though.
The Doctor jumped at me and I obviously ran away from him, flailing
my arms and screaming like a little girl. The crowd booed and I was pretty
sure that I saw Eric booing the loudest, his hands cupped over his mouth to
project the sound. The Doctor was able to grab my sleeve and he clenched
my shirt with both hands, pulling me closer in his death grip. Out of
instinct, I swung my body around and went into pure survival modeswinging my fists wildly. The punches had no effect on his fat body, but one
of the hits connected with the Doctor's face just right, and I felt a crunch
beneath my knuckles. Instantly, blood sprayed from his nose like a bathtub
faucet on full blast. He let me go and I tripped over my own feet and fell to
the ground.
"AW! WHAT THA FUCK!" he yelled, holding his hands over his
spraying nose. Tears streamed down his face, collecting at his neck and then
dripping down and around his meaty man breasts.
"YEAH! YEAH! FUCK YEAH!" Eric yelled, jumping up and down,
grabbing another guy standing next to him and shaking him around violently. "You kicked his ass!" The crowd joined in with Eric's praise.
I couldn't believe it. I mean, I had never been in a fight before in my life
and especially not in a wrestling match, and I just won! I looked around at
the thirty or so cheering rednecks in attendance and wished that Cindy
Hamilton, in her movie theater uniform, could've been there to witness my
stunning victory. She probably would have thought I was so cool.
What I didn't expect was Doctor Facebreaker to grab the aluminum
baseball bat while I was doing my victory walk around the ring. The last
thing I remember hearing was Eric yelling "DUCK!" as I noticed the shine
of the afternoon sun gleaming off of the aluminum bat from the corner of
my eye.
The rest of the story is still hazy to this day.
When I woke up I was being strapped down to a stretcher. Everything
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was blurry at first and I tried to lift my head to look around, but the pain
in my jaw was so intense that I nearly passed out again. The crowd around
the ring had almost completely dispersed; only a few remained to admire a
huge puddle of blood that was soaking into the corkboard of the ring, my
blood. Off in the distance, I could see Doctor Facebreaker holding a dirty
pink towel over his nose as the girl in the green bikini led him by the hand
toward the back of the shed.
"Holy shit, it's true!" I tried to say, referring to Eric's legend of the postvictory blowjob, but it came out more like, "Hoe'wee th'hit I'ths th'rue!"
From what I gathered, mostly filled in from Eric's first-row perspective,
was that during my victory celebration, Doctor Facebreaker-never one to
lose a match-grabbed the baseball bat and snuck up behind me. As I
turned to face my newfound fans, he hit a home run with my mouth. The
whole front row was showered with blood and shards of my exploded teeth.
I lay there on the stretcher as an EMT hung over me, hooking me up to
an IV to administer some kind of painkiller. I tongued the jagged pieces of
broken teeth that stuck out from my bleeding mass of swollen gums. I rolled
my tongue around a bit, and it felt like I had taken in a mouthful of sand,
except the gritty sand I was feeling was actually the remains of my pulverized front teeth.
"Ethe'cuthe me, ethe'cuthe me." I was trying to get the paramedic's
attention as he was situating me on the stretcher.
"Try not to talk, buddy, OK?" he responded.
"l'th my fa'the fucked up?" I asked, wondering how bad it really was.
The paramedic looked down at me, chuckled, then quickly curled his lips
into his mouth, trying not to crack a smile.
"I don't know what to tell you, buddy. It ain't pretty. But don't you
worry, we'll get you fixed up in no time. Now just relax." The paramedic
finished strapping me in. "Now just hang tight; I got to go take care of
something up front." He walked away, around the side of the ambulance,
and I could hear him laughing to himself and then cracking a few jokes with
the other paramedic.
"Dude! Are you dead?" Eric ran up to the stretcher.
"No, bu' I wanna be. Wha' abou' th'indy? I wan' to th'ee th'indy at the
moo'vieth?"
"Cindy? Are you trying to say Cindy?" Eric laughed. "No way, man,
there won't be no trip to see Cindy at the movies today. You need surgery,
like, right fucking now. You should see yourself." Eric studied my destroyed
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mouth and grimaced. "On second thought, maybe you shouldn't see yourself. It's bad, like, really bad." He paused, still staring at my face, then he
snapped out of it. "But hey, if you want, I'll go to the movies by myself and
tell her that you got your ass kicked defending her name." He laughed. "You
will score for sure!" Tears formed at the corners of my eyes as the paramedics lifted my stretcher into the back of the ambulance.
"Hey!" Eric yelled, just before the EMT slammed the back doors closed.
"Just think about how awesome this story is going to be one day!" I tried
to smile, but it was no use. Feeling my busted lips spread wide open in
random places made me woozy. Instead, I gave Eric a thumbs up, just as the
tears fully fell down my cheeks.
"Thank'ths, you ath'hole," I yelled at Eric as the doors shut. The ambulance jerked into motion and pulled out of the backyard, its sirens blaring.
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Birth of the Moon
Jenine M. Arteaga

THERE IS A GIRL GROWING IN MY GRANDMOTHER'S WOMB. THIS GIRL IS MY

mother, a heavy spiral of a human floating in amniotic fluid as she punches
the inside of my grandmother's stomach. She is a demanding unborn child,
and my grandmother Ayotl, who refuses to bow to anyone's demands, finds
herself continuously scolding her belly. "Iztac ... I swear ... ," but no, fetus
Iztac can smell the pickles through her mother's nostrils and, goddamn, she
wants those pickles. Iztac, being a month late, can already open her eyes
within her mother's liquid pouch and, having been denied pickles, decides to
take advantage of her sight. Squinting as she opens her eyes, she tries to
make sense of the tightening space she is growing in and finds the best, most
sensitive spot to head butt.
And yes, I kid you not, Iztac was a month late. After the first week of
her being overdue, the doctors checked their ultrasound; Nothing to worry
about, they said. A week and a half later it changed into, The baby's fine,
but we'll really have to induce labor, which was, of course, met by an
aggressive Ayotl, who argued that if the baby was fine then she would, by
all means, let nature take its course. "Second of all," she told the curly
haired, square-jawed doctor, "Let's do a little math here, Miss Medical
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School. A pregnancy is supposed to be forty weeks; there are four weeks in
a month-that makes ten months because, according to the lunar calendar,
it takes four weeks for the moon to return to full. So Miss Medical School,
go ahead and keep time with that Gregorian calendar of yours, but my
daughter is a daughter of the moon and I'm keeping her in this body of mine
until she's ready to come out."
Needless to say, Ayotl did not go back to the hospital. After all, she'd
been planning a home birth since her first trimester, and something about
doctors just annoyed the shit out of her.
But anyway, being a month overdue, lztac was already positioned
upside down, ready for that amniotic fluid to splatter. Up until now she'd
been more than comfortable inside Ayotl. The plush pink walls were better
than what she imagined pillows to be, and granted she was floating in her
own urine, but it was nice, no need to rush out into a world where voices
were too loud instead of internal and mumbled. Well, that's what Iztac
thought in her pre-language mind until she smelled that pickle. Ayotl, being
deathly allergic, absolutely disregarded the craving no matter how much
lztac's headbutts stung. That's it, lztac decided, if she could not savor the
joy of that pickle through her mother, then she was going to be born and
eat it herself. OK, so she hadn't quite figured out the part about needing
teeth, but regardless, this was what finally led to her birth.
The day Iztac was born, Ayotl sat in a perfectly square room painted
red. Five months into her pregnancy she had come home with crimson paint
cans, burst into the room while my grandfather put in the crib and pointed
at the blank white walls without speaking. Tlamatini (my grandfather)
looked down at the cans she held at her sides.
"Red?" he asked, the gold shimmer of his glasses slipping down his
nose. "Isn't red a little too strong for a baby?"
Ayotl shook her headand, staring at him blankly, said, "Babies are born
covered in blood and you think red is too strong for a baby? Ai, Tlamatini,
we both know you're smarter than that."
Ouch was the only expression on Tlamatini's face. Ayotl was in one of her
fierce-noble-pregnant-mother moods today, and so Tlamatini expertly turned
the sting on his lips into a smile, knowing that as soon as the baby was born
he would paint the room lavender because if anyone could say anything (even
before the ultrasounds) it was that this child was going to be a girl.
See, for many nights before Iztac's birth, my grandfather often dreamt
he was kneeling on tan soil that shimmered red like dried blood. Beneath
him the earth would rumble and, as he stuck his fingers into the parched
pieces of dirt, a thin, smooth stem would break the surface, followed by two
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vibrant green leaves stretching sideways as they expelled a sigh. In the midst
of their uncurling, a perfectly spherical stone would float into the air, white
like a baby tooth, until it ascended into the dawning skies, stars yawning as
if they had waited all night for its arrival. The stone lay still in the waking
blue horizon, then descended into the Western Hemisphere, leaving behind
a newborn squirming uneasily on the curvature of the world. Hearing the
small baby wail, my grandfather ran to the girl and, staring down into her
half closed eyes, knew she was meant to illuminate the rest of his life.
In all fairness, my grandmother only thought of painting the walls
crimson after Tlamatini told her about his dream. Something had shifted
inside of her when she imagined soil glistening red. "Yes, red," she thought,
"red, the color of birth." Ayotl then became meticulous in her planning of
the room. That meant removing the carpet, sanding and refinishing the
floorboards, hand painting a giant sunflower on the very center of the floor
(which took approximately three days), chiseling Aztec ideograms and sayings onto oak drawers and-no mirrors, God, no mirrors, my grandmother
HATED mirrors-everything down to stitching a particular pattern on the
curtains for the single tiny window that rested on the left wall of the room.
Well, the day Iztac was born things went a little like this: Ayotl, knowing
her daughter wanted something that could kill her, decided to safely distance herself from her craving by taking a shower. Ayotl tested the water
with her toes before she stepped under the showerhead. lztac loved the way
water felt when her mother showered. It was like a downpour of tiny pebbles massaging her through her mother's layer of flesh, and she wondered
how it would feel on her own skin. That was it-she was going to be born.
Ayotl was engulfed by a spasm of muscle tissue clenching as soap and water
slipped down her swollen breasts and belly. She slid her hands down, her
fingers and palms moving swiftly with the water, cupping the bottom of her
ten-month belly where the child so eagerly head-butted her way against her
mother's abdomen.
It's a full moon tonight, was all she could think of. Well, that and the fact
that this child was stubborn. Every time Ayotl lifted her leg to climb out of the
tub her abdomen contracted as if the girl herself was screaming, "No!" This
child, mother of mine, wanted to be born in the water (if she couldn't have her
fucking pickle then she would at least have this), but as stubborn as my unborn
mother was, Ayotl was five times more so. No, her daughter was going to be
born in the perfectly square red room, with the tiny curtained window and the
painted sunflower on the floor that she had made with such dedication.
And that's exactly what happened. Ayotl curled her hands and arms
around her belly, pushing the stubborn girl up into her womb and telling her
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in her mother's embrace, "No. You are NOT going to be born here even if
I have to push you back into my vagina-placenta, umbilical cord, crying
baby, and all." (Ayotl had the habit of being her funniest when she was
angry.) With that, she carried her expansive stomach like a bowling ball as
she climbed out onto the pale pink rug on the tiled floor. Through the bathroom mirror she caught an image of herself and, standing there in front of
the sink, for the first time realized the beauty in her reflection, long, wet,
black hair wrapped around her naked, swollen, and slippery body. In the
sunlight coming in through the window, she could even see her bowling ball
of a daughter move. Like a fish, she thought, or a crab.
There was a momentary peace with the mirror, but it all disappeared in a
flash and instead she lost herself in the flurried movement of the moment. "Ai."
Luckily, Ayotl had taken to showering in the bathroom on the first floor; fuck,
had she decided to use the upstairs bathroom my mother would as sure as hell
have been born in the tub. "Tlamatini! Aii ... Tlamatini ... TLAAH-MAAHTEEE-NEEE!" Tlamatini, who was trapped under papers in his office, was still
contemplating what time was best to paint the red room lavender. Maybe
Friday; she was usually out in the mornings but then he'd only have two hours
to paint all four walls. "TLAAH-MAAH-TEEE-NEEE!"
Knocking everything off his desk as he ran across the hall, Tlamatini swept
her thick black hair behind her ears as he helped her into the white cotton
dress she had reserved for the occasion. Together they walked into the room
and Ayotl sat down on an array of blankets over the sunflower. "I want her to
be born close to the earth," was all Ayotl said.
Tlamatini nodded as she squinted, sharply closing her eyes, "Just breathe.
Try to let your muscles relax."
When Ayotl opened her eyes again, Tlamatini had placed a black mug
in her hand. In it she could see the swirl of peyote tea. This tea, apart from
lessening the pain of being ripped open, was going to connect her and her
daughter to the spirit world. With it she would enter into a deep trance
where the ancestors were going to guide mother and daughter in this
opening journey of new life.
See, Ayotl and Tlamatini were, as I am, proud Mexicas, upholders of
Aztec tradition, and so in no time flat the small, perfectly square red room
was filled with three women. Aurelia was a fierce figure of a woman, a
popocihuatl, fire carrier. She held in her hands an incense burner until the
room was filled with smoke that rose to the ceiling. The second woman, the
water carrier, Iraselda was a black-haired humble spirit that walked close to
the ground, an atlcihuatl, who held a beautiful, painted clay jar filled with
water she had prayed over for days. The third woman was an elder midwife
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named Manuela; together they blessed the four directions and the center of
the universe, the popocihuatl with her fire and incense, the atlcihuatl with
her droplets of water, and the elder with her prayers.
Soon everything became background noise for Ayotl. The only thing she
could really hear were the sounds of her body, her heartbeat, and her intakes
of breath. Tlamatini, who wiped the beads of sweat from her forehead, could
tell she was entering a state of trance. Her pupils dilated as she watched the
smoke, the white puffs weaving themselves into shapes that looked like people.
Before the last push, Ayotl saw him, a tall man made of smoke carrying a baby
in his arms as he walked toward her. He stopped a few feet away and tilted his
arms so that Ayotl could see the delicate features of the baby girl made of
steam. "This is your daughter," he told her. "Treat her as sacred." Everything
slowed down, Ayotl crying as the smoke man uncurled himself into nothingness. The water carrier lost grip of her jar and down came the liquid splashing
all over my mother's newborn, blood-drenched figure.
Oh, yes, this girl was going to be born with water. Ayotl held the wideeyed baby in her arms wrapped in a turquoise cloth that looked like the
ocean. Ayotl, having forgotten everyone else in the room, was brought back
to Tlamatini's presence when he whispered in her ear, "Treat her as sacred."
The heavy tears fell from Ayotl's eyes as she nodded, "You saw him too?"
Tlamatini nodded, "I could see him through your pupils."
From here on I can only tell you the story as it was carefully told to me.
They say she looked like a Metztli. No, not just a Metztli-lztac Metztli. The
name of the white moon, which had been slipped into her mother's dreams by
the universe itself. They say she spilled from her mother's womb like the Milky
Way through an hourglass; eyes open, not wanting to miss a second of life on
Earth. And when she opened her mouth to inhale, a sound erupted like a piercing
war cry as if she were declaring battle with her first brisk, breath of life.
She was a strange child endowed with the gifts no other newborn was
expected to have, and as much as this could have frightened her mother, she
accredited these attributes to her being born a month later than most children. Baby Iztac would mumble made-up words, wiggle her fingers, and
stretch her toes as if she were trying to make sense of the miniature-sized
appendages. When she listened to music she'd grab at the ceiling as if she
were trying to pluck the notes from the air and, yes, every once in a while
when discomfort made an appearance, she would let erupt from her small,
toothless mouth the too-loud-for-a-baby war cry.
As Iztac grew Ayotl would tell her stories. Pointing up she'd say, "You
see that cloud in the sky that looks like a circle? That's where you came
from, and if you wait on certain nights you can see it as bright as the sun,
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perfectly round and smiling." Iztac would sit in the driveway for hours,
waiting for the light to go down. She shuffled the orange dust beneath her,
picking it up with both hands and watching it drizzle downward through
the spaces between her fingers, then just over the violet and sapphire
horizon, like a seed about to sprout, the moon would rise. After a while
she'd run inside, tugging on her Ayotl's shirt. "Mama," she pleaded, "why is
Metztli so sad?" Ayotl, scooping growing Iztac into her arms, would carry
her outside, pushing her closer to the heavens.
Ayotl said, "Have you ever noticed how things are never alone? You see
one house and there's five more next to it, you see a blade of grass and
there's millions to keep it company, but look at poor Metztli, the only thing
she has is black, not even the stars can get close enough to touch her. And
do you know what's worse?" Iztac would shake her head, clinging to her
mother with wide eyes. "What's worse is that no matter how much she spins
around us, she doesn't seem to get any closer. Have you ever wondered why
the waves jump so high when she's out? It's because she calls them and they
streeeeetch trying to reach her, that's why her mouth looks like that, but
someone is listening, Iztac, she's just too far away to notice."
Her mother would explain to Iztac that the moon had sent her, how for
many nights before her birth, she would dream that she was standing next
to a dark little puddle. Something would flicker and, staring into her own
rippling reflection, she would bend down, break the surface with her fingers, and pull up a tiny white pearl. Ayotl would hold it in her hand until it
began to shake, then coming to a rest at the very center of her palm it'd
crack open like a shell. With eyes open, the tiniest of babies would look up
wrapped in slivers of pearl. "That's how I knew," Ayotl would say, then with
a sigh she'd add, "And I know I'm not meant to keep you."
Then one day as suddenly as it popped into her head, still-growing Iztac
asked, "Why did she send me, Mama? How? Wasn't I always with you?"
With a startling realization, Iztac bowed her head, peering up slowly. "Mama,"
she whispered, "where are you from? You don't look like me ... your skin ...
it's ... brown and your eyes, Mama ... and ... you don't talk like everyone
else . . . no one knows what Meztli means or all those other words we use ..."
She stepped closer to her mother. "Mama ... Where are you from?"
It was here at age twelve that Iztac learned the beginning of her mother's story.
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The Way the Elephants Swing Their Trunks
Josh Alletto

"TELL ME WHERE I'LL GO NEXT." JEREMY DID NOT LOOK UP. HE RAN THE RED

fire truck along the cool hospital-room floor in a great half-moon swoop
before crashing it into the examination table, where it clanged the metal and
rattled it like a brass bell.
"Where do you want to go?" his mother asked, looking down on the
boy from where she sat, rigid, in the single wooden chair against the wall,
ready to take him wherever he wished.
"The moon. To space!" said Jeremy as he extended the ladder at the top
of the fire truck, letting his fingers walk each rung like tiny feet.
"The moon, huh?"
"Yeah."
"You'll need a spaceship, for sure," said his mother.
Her son looked small in the hospital room, the lights on his pale skin,
the sheen on his bald head. The treatments were killing him. The chemicals
were changing him. "Without it, the boy will die," the doctor had said. Said
it exactly that way: the boy will die, the boy will die ... and so now, she
could not escape it.
"There should be aliens," Jeremy said, and his mother gripped the purse
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in her lap a little tighter so that the leather squeaked like a trapped mouse.
Jeremy looked up and smiled, his round, blue eyes surrounded by the purple
mask of his sickness, like great pools sunken into deep wells. He looked otherworldly, a bald little man, like he had aged twenty years and not grown a
foot, his brown hair gone, his skin gray and weathered. Jeremy's mother
curled her bottom lip and the boy went back to playing with his fire truck.
The boy will die. The boy will die. It was like a song she could not
shake, a wicked untruth that would not stop haunting her. He will not, she
thought, and then felt sick about it.
"What kind of spaceship?" he asked her with a matter-of-factness that
made her smile.
"A rocket ship," she said, enjoying the game very much, despite everything, "with three giant rocket boosters and big red wings."
"Yeah?" the boy said. He rubbed his eyes with his two tiny fists. He was getting tired now. The sickness was draining the color from his face. Outside, a
winter wind blew the orange and pink from the autumn trees. The breeze found
its way through cracks in the frame of the tiny window above Jeremy's mother,
and it dipped down into the collar of her blouse. She shook away the cold.
The boy moved the truck away now and let himself stretch out on the
floor, his arm curled under his head. She let him. He held his stomach with
his tiny hand. The treatments made him sick. It would pass.
"You can see the earth from the moon," she continued. The wind outside was blowing harder now, making her uneasy. A thin tree branch, bent
like a finger bone, tapped lightly on the glass. "The whole big earth. But it
doesn't look big, it looks like a tiny marble. And you'll be able to bounce
around up there. You can jump so high you might never come back down."
"I want to go home," Jeremy said, rolling over to put his back to her,
and the game had ended just that quickly.
"You know we can't," his mother said. "The doctor will be here soon."
She regretted saying that.
The little boy's stomach growled and bubbled loudly, and she knew that
now it was not the medicine. The anxiety was getting to both of them. The
tension was reaching its peak. All this waiting for the doctor to come, for
the needles, the tears, her little boy red-faced, sick, the look in his eyes that
she could not stand. The open stare, the great blue eyes sunken, sorrowful,
abandoned. Her own face felt warm. She wanted to take off her jacket but
hated the permanence of the gesture. She gripped the purse tighter on her
lap, felt the sweat, greasy, on her fingertips.
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"I don't want him to come," Jeremy said, the tears building up. Last time,
they had brought three nurses in to hold the boy down. She had helped, had
held his arm and stroked his hair. "It'll be fine. Almost over. That's a good boy ... ,"
and finally, he submitted. He stopped wiggling and crying and fighting, but
the nurses and the doctor still pinned him tight. Pushed down on his belly, his
face turned to one side, his bald head shining and sticky with sweat, he
clenched his jaw and stared up at her and his eyes were like a bird's eyes, solid
and round and threatening. It had frightened her.
"Where else do you want to go?" she asked him, wanting him to forget,
wanting him to dream of some other place.
"I want to go home," the boy shouted. He rolled over and crawled away,
hiding himself in the dark crevice between the wall and the examination
table. She let him.
"So you're leaving me?" she asked, trying to make it sound playful,
fighting a gulp in her throat.
The boy will die. The boy will die. It beat like heavy drum beats in her
head. Jeremy had disappeared behind the examination table. She could not
see him. She felt lost and alone now, trapped in an empty room, and she so
wanted him to speak, to remind her he was still there. She wanted to find
him, to grab him and flee, to run from the elevator into a cab, across town,
across the city, out into the country, into the fresh winter air, to roll with him
in the snow-powdered grass until their noses became pink as chewing gum
and their cheeks like tiny sunsets.
The boy said nothing. He curled up in the darkness behind the table,
hidden away, and pulled his tiny knees to his chin and hugged his legs tight.
"Well, what will I tell the doctor when he comes?" his mother asked,
more to herself but offering it to the boy all the same.
Silence. And they sat that way for some time, the fire truck turned over
and abandoned in the middle of the room, the boy hiding, breathing tiny
breaths like whispers in the dark.
The doctor flung the door open with a heavy flat hand and let it smash
dramatically into the wall. He held his huge round belly with spread fingers.
"Good morning!" he said in a rough, jovial boom that made the poor
mother jump from her chair, spilling her purse onto the floor where its contents
exploded across the tile. She bent to gather the lost items, apologizing as she did.
When she looked up a moment later, she saw the doctor still standing,
leaning forward with a bemused face and looking around with his nose slightly
raised, as though curious about the origin of an interesting new smell.
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"But where is the boy?" he asked with genuine concern. Jeremy's
mother smiled and stood from the floor to greet the doctor and shake his
hand as she always did. Her stomach became hollow.
In the dark corner, curled up against the wall, Jeremy held his knees
tighter, bit down hard and wished it all away. He waited, eyes shut, fists
clenched, for the doctor to appear, to smile at him, and to call him out from
behind the table. The doctor always smiled and the boy liked him but he
hated what the doctor meant, hated what the hospital meant, hated that he
didn't understand any of it, and that was enough to stay hidden. He wanted
to vanish and for a moment he thought he maybe had. There was a long
quiet and Jeremy started to unclench himself a little at a time. But then he
heard the doctor's voice again.
"Just ran off, you say?"
Jeremy waited for his mother's voice.
"Yes," his mother said finally, "there was a circus in town, you know.
The elephants-he loves 'em-has a real way with them, it turns out."
"You don't say?"
"I do. I'll tell you, we were in the front row-had to sit in the front
row-and those elephants came out rocking back and forth as they walked,
lazy and gigantic and the trunks flying around like those, um, pendulums,
in the grandfather clocks? You know, tick-tock, tick-tock." She let her arm
hang and swing from side to side and the doctor smiled at that.
In the corner, Jeremy closed his eyes and listened as his mother spoke,
saw the elephants and smelled the salt and sugar scents of the circus tent.
He let his bare feet swing through the piles of summer-gold hay on the floor.
He saw the ringleader with his purple top hat tilted to one side, saw the
curling and flying trapeze artists soaring above him, saw fire-breathers circling and spitting flames that came out in bursts and then kicked away and
vanished like great orange jellyfish. The elephants rounded the tent, tipping
back and forth like giant waves.
Jeremy sat forward in his seat in the front row, had to hold onto the
weathered plywood to keep himself from running up and grabbing one of
the elephants' legs. The crowd laughed and awed. He watched the eyes of
the beasts as they followed single file, saw the greatness shining in the leader
with his enormous ears spread out, the face heart-shaped and powerful.
They came closer, the trunks swinging back and forth, back and forth, ticktock, tick-tock. (The boy will live! The boy will live! His mother, breathing
faster.) And then the lead elephant was passing right in front of him, the
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round feet falling inches from his own, and Jeremy could not hold himself
still any longer. He jumped up, stepped forward, and pushed his tiny white
hand against the rough leathery skin, felt the great folds and smooth planes
of it under his soft fingers.
"Reached right out and touched it, you say?" the doctor now, stroking
his beard with interest. Jeremy, in the corner, not caring, not hearing.
As soon as he reached out to touch it the elephant stopped and Jeremy,
startled, withdrew his hand as though from a flame, held it close to his chest
and froze there, afraid. The crowd was silent now and the ringleader, who
had been dancing his whip around in the center ring, turned his head to the
side at the sight of the elephants that had stopped so suddenly, and his great
top hat fell to the ground. The lead elephant roared and began to turn itself,
backing up and twisting its head around fast so that its great tusks sang like
harp strings as the air passed swiftly around their smoothness. The crowd
gasped and Jeremy, wanting to move but terrified and filled with a cold
rushing wind that tunneled through every vein in his tiny body, could not
get his legs to carry him away. And after a moment the beast stood face to
face with the boy, the tusks barricading him on either side, the great rolling
trunk hanging before him, rocking lazily. Tick-tock, tick-tock. Another horrible roar and the elephant reared onto its back legs, kicking the front two
in a slow bicycle motion before crashing to the ground and sending a powerful quake through the tent that jostled the audience, lifting them up from
their seats like popping kernels of corn.
After that no one moved. No one made a sound. Jeremy was wide-eyed
and frozen. He still held his little hand to his chest, afraid to let it drop. Next
the elephant lifted its trunk and wrapped it around Jeremy's tiny waist like a
great python-but no, not a python with its black scales and tight grip that
brought only death, this was gentle, like the embrace of his mother lifting him
from his bed in the mornings, greeting him at the bottom of the slide at the
playground, rocking him in the car after his treatments. The whole tent nowthe crowd, the performers, the ringleader-leaned in, awestruck and petrified.
The trunk wrapped around Jeremy and lifted him so that the crowd and the
great spotlights and the clown faces and the sparkling costumes of the magicians and trapeze artists all wiped away in a colorful smear, and when they
came back and he found his focus again, he was on top of the elephant, straddling its back and looking down at everyone.
Jeremy found himself holding on, feeling the skin and hair like rubber
and dirt in his hands. The animal roared again and turned back and the line
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reformed and the march continued. The crowd erupted with cheers and
whistles and the ringmaster cracked his whip in celebration. And Jeremy,
smiling now, waved a hand in the air and the crowd cheered louder.
"He rode right out of there," his mother said, "did two laps and then
out the door. The lion tamer told me later he had never seen such a natural
before. I tried to get him to come home but," she sighed, overplaying it a
little, "I guess he was just born to perform in the circus."
Jeremy crawled from behind the examination table, saw his mother, her
face turned in a way he had never seen before and the doctor with his hands
on his great belly, smiling.
"Well, I'll be," said the doctor. "That is some amazing tale." He smiled
and winked at her.
"It is. Sure is," said Jeremy's mother, calmer now, but exhausted.
Tick-tock, tick-tock. She breathed a sigh.
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Belmont Avenue
Alexis Thomas

l WOKE UP THE MORNING AFTER DAD TOOK ME HOME MOM WAS SITTING
on the couch, watching TV. She never watched TV. She thought that shit
rotted your brains out.
I sat next to her and rubbed my eyes. I almost didn't recognize our living
room. It was a mess, covered in papers, shoes, jackets, even an old pizza
box. That was something Mom also never allowed. No matter what, the
house always looked clean.
"What are you watching?" I asked.
"Shhh." Mom cradled a pillow in her arms. She pointed at the television
screen with her left hand and covered her mouth with her right, like she was
afraid of something. And holy shit, Frankie's and Chris's mug shots were on
the screen.
"Hello, I'm Abigail Steele for Fox News reporting live outside of the
Belmont and Western police station. Inside, Frank Schultz and Chris
Finnegan are being held, without bail, because of circumstances surrounding
the death of sixty-five-year-old Sun Lee. Sun Lee was from the Uptown area
and an avid fisherman."
The camera zoomed out, and the reporter's hair flew in the wind.
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"Ma, maybe we should turn this off." I could tell that watching it was
just tearing her up. She was falling apart.
"Frank Schultz and Chris Finnegan are active members in the Chicago
skinhead community. Frank Schultz's father owns Chaos, at Belmont and
Clark, a store that caters to the skinhead culture. Chris Finnegan's father is
a retired sergeant who was involved in a police brutality case in 1995.
"A spokesperson for the Sun Lee family said, 'We plan on proceeding
with this as a hate crime against Sun Lee because of his Korean descent."'
Mom bit her lip and looked right at me. "Why didn't you try to stop him?"
"I'ma give this to you plain and simple. Frankie is in a real bad position." Mr. Franklin, the lawyer Dad found in the Yellow Pages, leaned back
into his big brown leather chair. Everything about this lawyer was big. His
ninth-floor view of LaSalle Street, his bookshelves filled with big law books.
"He will go to jail. It's just a question of what kind of sentencing he will serve."
Dad leaned into the desk and scratched the back of his head. It was only
the two of us because Mom wouldn't have been able to handle talking to
the lawyer. She could barely stop herself from crying every time someone
mentioned Frankie's name.
"And how are we gonna do this?" Dad sat back up and raised his chin
like he was ready to fight. "How are we gonna fix any of this?"
"Well." The lawyer curled his hands into fists on top of his desk. "The
boys will be tried separately."
"What's the point in that?" I hadn't said anything in so long I forgot
what my own voice sounded like.
"His defense will try to make it look like Chris had nothing to do with it."
"And how are they gonna do that?" Dad asked.
"Through Megan's testimony." Mr. Franklin said.
I was telling Marco about the lawyer and how everything came down
to what I said in court and how I said it. Marco suggested we run away. We
were sitting underneath the Belmont Bridge, in this spot that only hobos go,
watching the river slowly turn into ice because it was December. Chicago
was on the brink of freezing. You could hear it in the Belmont Avenue traffic
that roared above our heads. For the first time since Frankie killed that guy
I felt like I could breathe.
"Come on, we should just do it." Marco had his arm around me, and he
smelled like his mom's tamales. For some reason, I couldn't say anything. I
couldn't make my mouth move. I didn't want to go back home, but I didn't
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know if there was anywhere else I wanted to go.
I'm not gonna say I dropped out of school, I'm just gonna say I stopped
going. It didn't make any sense. School got in the way of everything.
Everything else felt more important. Plus, the last day I showed up for
classes was also the day this Korean girl kicked my ass.
I was washing my hands in the fourth-floor girl's bathroom when I
heard, "Hey."
Someone flushed a toilet and the only door in the bathroom swung open.
"Hey, you." When I looked up, I felt someone punch the back of my
head. Another toilet flushed. My forehead ate the mirror and bounced back.
I didn't know if I broke my nose or a tooth or both.
When I opened my eyes I was lying on the floor. This Korean-looking girl
straddled me. All around us, girls were circling. I didn't hear another toilet flush.
All I heard was, "Ohhh, girl fight!" The door kept opening and closing.
The girl screamed, "Korean killa!" Every time she punched me I wanted
to smack her back until her face was inside out. She dug her fingernails into
my neck and dragged me to the sink. I was on my knees, face deep in the
sink. "How's it feel to fuckin' drown, bitch?"
Someone from the crowd yelled, "Day-umn!"
I wanted to be unconscious. When that bitch yanked on my Naked
Raygun shirt, ripping the sleeve, I got over that real fast, turned around, and
grabbed her face. I swung her into the ground and pounded my fists into
her; thumb out, not tucked in. Just like Frankie taught me.
Three security guards busted in and pushed through the crowd, but I
didn't stop. I just kept pounding into her face until security pulled me off.
I got suspended for two weeks, the longest you can be suspended
without actually getting expelled. Before all this Frankie drama, Mom and
Dad would have thrown a shit fit if I got suspended. But, me being suspended and bruised up with a black eye was the least of their issues. I think
I could have set the school on fire and they wouldn't have cared.
If shit wasn't getting stirred up enough, Marco's dad called him a faggot
and I guess that was it for Marco. He kind of just snapped. It was eventually gonna happen. I mean, Marco had been burning up for years over his
dad calling him a faggot and the way he treated his mom. Marco was over
the way his dad treated his mom, and his dad calling him a faggot for no
apparent reason gave Marco permission to tell his dad to fuck off.

Marco says they were eating dinner when his dad said it. He was
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halfway done with the handful of polenta he had on his plate. Later on, he
told me, he'd never tasted something his moms made that was sour like
those polentas.
Now, I've only been in his kitchen like eight million times. That's the only
place we'd hung out in because Marco always acted like he didn't want me to
see the rest of his house and I never questioned it. I know that kitchen almost
as well as I know my own kitchen. It's really white. The floor tiles are white.
The refrigerator is white. Shit, even the cabinets are white. All that white shit
makes everything bright as hell. Even his dad, covered in construction soot and
wrinkles from living the way he did, looked bright in that kitchen.
It's not like his dad was drunk or anything when he said it. He was just
sitting there, looking over at Marco and said, "No hijo of mine's gonna be
a faggot." His mom leaned over and tapped his dad on the shoulder. "Stop
it, Jose." But that kind of shit always made it worse. Whenever his mom
tried to step in, nothing good ever happened.
So his dad got on one of his trips and was all like, "You're a faggot and
that's why you be dating that white girl 'cause she don't have no curves like
a real woman." I guess his dad thought that shit was funny or something.
He was laughing the whole time.
That's when Marco said, "Fuck you, Dad, and fuck all your Mexican
crap." Slammed his chair, packed up his shit, called me and said, "Let's
move. Let's just do it."
"What? Are you serious?"
"Yeah, fuck it."
Marco had a point. Fuck it. I was so tired of everything. Mom was
always crying. Dad was either at work or thinking about work and how he
was gonna pay for all the legal fees. Fuck Mom, fuck Dad, fuck Frankie.
Fuck Belmont and Clark.
I packed my shit up. Mom and Dad were asleep. I yanked open my
closet and pulled shirts off hangers. I didn't have any boxes so I packed my
whole existence into garbage bags. My bedroom looked like a war zone.
When I was done, it was almost impossible to climb over toward my bed. I
slept in between the garbage bags.
The next morning, Dad saw me with the garbage bags and my empty
room. Neither of us needed to say anything. He just gave me a hug and said
he was heading off to work early. By 8:00 a.m. Marco had his brother's car
parked in the back alley with all his stuff packed tight in the trunk and
almost half of my stuff in the backseat.
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"I've got, like, maybe, two more bags," I said, turning away from the car
and toward the house.
"What you got left," Marco yelled as he sat back in the driver's seat,
"the walls of your bedroom?"
When I got to the back door, that's when I realized I was locked out. I
knew it had to be my mom. She's the only person in the world who would
do that.
"Whatever!" I yelled, knocking on the back door, knowing my mom was
probably watching me through the peephole. "You can keep the rest of my shit."
I jumped into the car and said, "We gotta get the fuck outta here."
When Mom heard that engine start up she busted out of the house and
went nuts-I mean, fucking nuts. My mom is the most beautiful woman I've
ever met in my life, but at that moment I couldn't even recognize her. She
put her hands over the front of the car as if that would stop us, and was
yelling, "What the fuck you <loin'? What the fuck you think you're <loin'?"
All her blond hair was shaking up around her head like a fucking dust bowl,
and she was yelling so loud I was worried the tires on the car were gonna
pop. Then she walked toward Marco's window and Marco didn't know
what to do, but he did the dumbest possible thing at that moment. He rolled
down his window.
Mom wrapped her hands over the window and just started to holler: "Who
the fuck said you can move out? If you fucking leave right now, just know, you
can't come back," she said. "Don't think you can fucking come back."
I don't know about everybody else's moms, but mine says fuck more
than anybody I've ever known. "First I lose your fucking brother and now
you're running off with your fucking boyfriend."
This whole thing was freaking Marco out. He had this look like he'd
never seen someone as scary as my mom before.
I yelled at Marco, "Roll up your window!" but he was watching my mom
go crazy. Her fingers were wrapped around the window so tightly they were
turning red and her ring finger was swelling around her silver wedding band.
"I'm your fucking mother. And no one told you you could roll the
fucking window up on me, run away with your boyfriend, and get knocked
up with a bunch of fucking Mexican babies."
"Screw you, Mom!" And we drove off.
All the apartments we saw were pieces of shit. We looked in Bridgeport
and Pilsen and shit, even in Logan Square. Then we finally found a place.
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It was in Humboldt Park, which isn't even all that different than Logan
Square. But at least it wasn't Logan Square. I could tell Marco wasn't really
having it. But I just told Marco, "I'm tired. I just want a place to put my
stuff down. Let's take it."
We unloaded our stuff and that was it. The first thing everybody wants
to know is how the hell we afforded it all. But the thing is I'd been working
at Chaos since I was twelve. I had all this money saved up. At least, enough
for a security deposit and first month's rent.
The apartment was in a basement. Sometimes the electricity would go
out for no goddamn reason. Friends were always sleeping in the living
room, which got annoying after a while, when you'd just want to be alone.
The best part was I got to run away from Belmont and Clark, Mom and
Dad, and Frankie's trial. If Chicago is good at anything it's at being a city
where it's easy to hide. Marco got a bullshit dog-walking job and went to
school. Like I said, I stopped showing up at school. I just went to work at
this shitty sandwich shop in Old Town, where rich assholes yelled at me
'cause their bread wasn't soft enough.
It was three months of that. Three months away from everything, and I
thought that would be the answer. Except, every time I came home, I'd just
cry. I didn't really understand why but I'd tear up. Marco would be sitting
on this couch we found in the back alley, and he'd try to fix me to stop
crying but I just couldn't. And then, this one night he was all like, "Jesus!
You cry all the time."
That made me cry even more. I locked myself up in the bathroom and
he left. All I was thinking was, "Shit-I gotta figure this all out."
I went to Belmont and Clark. I almost didn't recognize the place. It's
funny because, when I think about it, three months isn't really all that much
time, but it's enough for a lot of shit to change. The city had started construction on the Belmont El, and the street was covered in dust and cement
and construction workers. It looked like the Armageddon of punk rock.
When I made it to Clark Street it all started to look so unfamiliar. The
Dunkin' Donuts lot was empty. I'd never seen it that empty. Not in the
middle of the day.
Dad's store was just a pimple on Clark Street. I know my dad. That had
to crush him. Chaos used to be something special, it used to be real big and
stick out. But somehow the block turned into Chinese restaurant, head
shop, another head shop, this comic-book store, another head shop.
If I wanted to I could have turned around and never talked to my family
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again. But I went in. I just didn't want to turn around and shit. When I
walked in, the store was completely silent. I could see all the way back to
where all the Dr. Martens were displayed. Dad was doing something at the
front counter. He was the only one in the store and wasn't even playing any
music. I don't think he gave enough of a shit to play any music.
He didn't look up when I came in. Just said, "Hey, do you need any help
with anything today?" I stood there, for five minutes. Watching him and
how old he'd gotten.
All I had to say to get his attention was "Dad?" And he turned around. I
didn't know what he was gonna say, what was gonna happen next. But I was
ready to turn myself in. I was ready for Frankie's trial. I was ready for it all.
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The Ear
Kate Stenger

DANIEL D. DUNHAM, MAKEUP ARTIST BY DAY AND DRAG PERFORMER MISS BEA

Haven at the Kit Kat Club by night, shoved open the heavy door of his
fourth-story New York City walk-up apartment with a satisfyied grunt. He
kicked the door shut with a red stiletto-clad foot and peeled a voluminous
black wig off his head. It was early morning and the windows of the apartment were thrown open, inviting in an irritatingly bright light and a
grotesque smell from the Dumpster that resided on the street below.
"Daniel?" came the nasal voice of his best friend and roommate, Margo
J. Bloomfeld. The sharp whine of her voice was a vulgar assault on Daniel's
eardrums, sensitive after a particularly eventful night of tequila shots with
an enthusiastic midget named Leo Spoons. Or is "little person" the politically correct term these days? One can never be sure when it seems to
change daily, but one does hate to offend minorities. In any case, Daniel D.
Dunham was very blatantly and miserably hung over.
"Daniel," came the voice again, impatiently.
Margo J. Bloomfeld, despite her more irritating qualities, was Daniel D.
Dunham's very best friend. They had known each other nearly eight years
now. Daniel had been fresh out of La Guardia Airport and doing shots to
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drown out his homesick blues when none other than Margo J. Bloomfeld
marched right up to him and made a rather embarrassing pass at him. She
had an unfortunate habit of hitting on men who didn't swing that way, as
they say. Daniel had politely declined her offer, but they managed to become
fast friends nonetheless.
Margo was a tiny girl, hardly reaching five feet two inches. She had
annoyingly cheerful black corkscrew curls framing a moderately pretty face
that was overtaken by a rather sizable nose. Margo was a typical Jewish girl
from Queens; her father was a rabbi and her mother's sole occupation was
being overbearing. In turn, Margo drowned her mommy issues in chocolate
bars and repeated viewings of The Way We Were, befriending gay men
instead of finding a wealthy Jewish doctor to marry.
"Yeah, I'm here. Keep talking, I'm just going to wash up," he called out
to his friend, overcompensating in an attempt to sound sober, but he only
managed to send a piercing ringing through his own ears. Even his own
voice was unpleasantly obnoxious at this ungodly hour. Daniel threw off his
heels and started toward the bathroom as Margo began talking again.
"Your mother called four times last night looking for you. Mr. Stein
stopped by for the rent check, which you conveniently forgot to leave me, by
the way. The club called, something about you punching Liza Minnelli after the
show last night. They weren't amused. And that pasta you brought home a few
weeks ago? I'm pretty sure it's starting to grow enough fur for a mink ... ,"
Margo continued amidst the banging of pots and pans from the kitchen.
Daniel tuned her out effortlessly; he had a great deal of practice in that area.
Daniel D. Dunham stepped into his spacious bedroom, rubbing at itchy
eyes that would barely open. He willed his lids open with a great deal of
effort to look into the three-paneled mirror above the sink. Daniel D.
Dunham was nothing less than a hot mess. A heavily penciled eyebrow was
smeared across his dark forehead, and the eyes he had worked so hard to
open were grossly bloodshot. It would be appropriate to say, if only from
his appearance, that Daniel D. Dunham had a rough night. He sighed at his
reflection and opened the mirrored door of the medicine cabinet. It was
overflowing with product: dozens of mascara tubes, at least seven brands of
expensive hair gels, colognes, face washes, and other assorted paraphernalia
used in escapades of vanity. It was Daniel's sanctuary.
He reached up toward the shelf for a tube of Crest spearmint toothpaste, but instead found his index finger protruding snugly through a fleshy
ear canal. Daniel D. Dunham pulled his hand back from the cabinet, the ear
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still firmly planted on his index finger, and brought it up to his face to
examine carefully.
"Daniel! Have you even heard a word I just said to you? I mean, really.
I don't care that you're gallivanting all over New York City dressed like
Diana Ross, acting like your life is suddenly Studio 54 and leaving me to
take care of all your responsibilities, but the least you could do ... What
the hell are you doing with that ear, Daniel?" screeched Margo in her most
nasal tone as she arrived at the bathroom, leaning into the doorframe.
"Well, um, I'm not really sure," he fumbled over his words, plucking the
ear off his finger and setting it down gingerly. Its presence seemed to stain
the otherwise pristine counter top. The pair eyed it skeptically, Daniel confused and Margo irate.
"What do you mean you're not sure?! You have an ear in our bathroom,
for Christ's sake," Margo cried, her limbs flying accusatorily around her
tiny frame. He backed away, out of her line of fire; he had been subjected
to one too many of Margo's enthusiastic gestures that happened "accidentally" to become forceful slaps. "You can't just do shit like this! Where the
hell did you get that thing? No, don't tell me. You probably cut it off a
homeless man in Chelsea. You did, didn't you? Some kind of sick drunken
joke. No, don't tell me, being a witness at a trial like that would absolutely
fry my nerves. But an ear?! I don't know who you think you are, Daniel, but
that is completely inappropriate. You just can't do that to people, even if
they are irritating and homeless! You could be arrested for this, Daniel, and
what's going to happen to me? I'll probably be taken in as an accomplice
and for harboring stolen body organs or something!"
"I did not cut off a homeless man's ear, Margo. And I am not harboring
stolen body organs, despite the evidence. I just found this ear sitting next to
my toothpaste. If anything, you were the one who was cutting off ears,
trying to play some sick joke on me," Daniel retorted indignantly. He was
sick of Margo's incessant whining, as would be anyone who spent more
than an hour in the company of Margo J. Bloomfeld.
Margo lifted her body from the doorframe, clearly appalled at what her
friend had just implied. "That's it! Get that ear out of this house immediately, or you're moving out. Right now, Daniel, I want it gone," Margo
shouted. Daniel flinched under the hawklike glare that Margo had inherited

from her overwhelmingly protective mother. After years of practice, she had
perfected The Stink Eye, and it never failed to send Daniel cowering into the
corner. It was terrifying. Daniel snatched up the ear from the counter,
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wrapped it in a wad of tissues, and resting it in his palm, thrust it toward Margo.
"And what exactly do you suggest that I do with it? What if it belongs
to someone? I just can't throw it out if someone is missing an ear!"
"I mean it. Get it out of this apartment! And if I find it in the trash can,
I will call the cops myself. Now go!"
With that, Daniel headed out into the hallway, picking up his discarded
pair of stilettos and slipping them onto his sore feet. Daniel D. Dunham
hadn't even had time to wash his face, and his eyebrows were still smeared
across his forehead and the lipstick he applied the night before had been
reduced to a fuzzy red blur on his lips. Margo followed him down the hall,
practically stepping on the backs of his feet with each step. She didn't even
give him time to grab his wig before Margo was quite literally pushing him
and the mysterious ear out the front door.
After walking around the city aimlessly for quite some time, Daniel D.
Dunham found himself milling around Battery Park with the ear still held
firmly in his hand. The cartilage was stretchy and supple beneath the tissue,
and it bent easily into his closed palm. He hated to merely toss the ear on the
ground to be found by any unassuming passerby. Perhaps it was due to a particularly overbearing mother and attending every single Baptist revival in
Redburry County for ten years, but Daniel was never able to fully abandon his
sense of overwhelming guilt. Simply tossing the errant ear on the ground in the
park would not do. Daniel would inevitably spend every waking moment
mulling over how many times the ear was stepped on in the course of the day
or how many pigeons would peck at it or how many rude children would pick
it up and toss it at their siblings. The ear would have to be out of sight, decided
Daniel, where other people wouldn't be able to pester it. Finally, the thought
occurred to him as he watched a small group of tourists walk past him wearing
foam headbands meant to mirror the crown of the Statue of Liberty that he
would take the ear to the Staten Island Ferry.
The ferry was flooded with people. It was still morning and commuters
were still rushing into the city in time for work, pushing tourists militantly
out of their way. Early bird tourists were fighting their way through crowds,
catching glimpses of the Statue of Liberty wherever they could. Daniel
immersed himself in the crowd, drumming his fingers against the ear in time
with the step of the mass of people in an attempt to build up the courage to
nonchalantly throw the errant ear into the harbor.
Daniel entered the ferry building and took a sharp right, stepping onto a
balcony that overlooked the sea and the Statue of Liberty in the far distance.
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People milled around the deck, taking photographs of the distant statue and
extolling loudly about patriotism. Daniel cowered down in an attempt to
blend in with the crowd, not an easy task for a man of six feet two inches
wearing a red-sequined dress and a night's full of pancake makeup smeared
across his face. Nevertheless, Daniel walked to the farthest edge, gripped the
black metal railing, and lifted his left arm to throw the ear quickly and
without much thought. It had worked for the old woman in Titanic, so it
had to work for him, right? A weak analogy, but it got him all the way to
winding his arm back when an overweight woman with a fanny pack and
long black socks shouted at him.
"Stop! Stop! What is that man doing?! Is this some sort of terrorist
attack?!" the woman screeched, pointing a hefty finger right at Daniel D.
Dunham. Tourists whipped around and started pressing in on him, shouting
accusations wildly. He rolled his eyes; tourists were so antsy, always looking
for the apocalypse.
A blase-looking security guard slowly made his way over to Daniel,
tossing indignant tourists out of his way and tilting his hat back on his
head. "Excuse me, sir, what exactly do you think you're doing here?"
Daniel's heart sank. There was absolutely no way he would be able to
rid himself of the ear now, not with overweight tourists and a security guard
watching his every move. "Nothing, officer, nothing at all. I was just
throwing out my hot dog wrapper. Guess it doesn't pay to litter. I don't want
any trouble, so I'll just be on my way," Daniel explained quickly, already
walking back into the building and merging into the throng of people that
was flooding out onto the street.
Daniel D. Dunham cursed his rotten luck as he leisurely walked toward
Chinatown, where he planned on treating himself to a truly unhealthy breakfast of his favorite Kung Pao Chicken. How unfair that he, a fairly innocent
man, should have to bear the burden of finding an ear next to his toothpaste.
Daniel was pulled away from his thoughts as several tiny Asian women
suddenly began to assault him from all sides, throwing catalogues in his face
and asking him if he'd like to buy a designer bag. Welcome to Chinatown,
thought Daniel D. Dunham, smiling at the pack of women and politely
declining their offers. It suddenly occurred to him that he could sell the ear.
Yes, it may weigh on his conscience for years to come and selling off a
stranger's ear may not be a morally upstanding choice, but Daniel simply
had to rid himself of this detritus. Something had to be done, and what
better place than Chinatown? Tourists would buy anything there.
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Daniel D. Dunham set to work with the small pack of particularly enthusiastic Asian women that seemed to hardly even take time to breathe through
their chatter. They looked at him quizzically as he pushed himself to the front
of the pack and shoved this displaced ear into the faces of tourists, offering to
sell it to them dirt-cheap. The women chattered at him rapidly, impressed with
his tenacity and salesmanship. He followed them as they accosted tourists,
trying to pawn off the ear on anyone who would take it.
Finally, a rather large man named Walter Wallace and his wife
Wilhelmina expressed an interest in the ear. The trio took a few steps away
from the crowd to discuss the transaction more privately.
"You're sure about this, then? An ancient relic that brings good luck in
the shape of an ear? I have never heard of anything so preposterous; it is
most unusual," chortled Walter Wallace jovially as he rested his hands on his
large belly.
"Oh, please, dear. I absolutely must have it. And he-er, she?-isn't
asking much for it," protested his wife, looking quizzically at Daniel's
smeared makeup and red-sequined go-go dress.
"Very well, very well, you shall have it, my dear," Wallace said, patting
his wife's shoulder lovingly and then taking his wallet from the back pocket
of his tan Dockers and thumbing through several bills.
Daniel unwrapped the ear from its bed of tissue and held it out anxiously as Walter Wallace carefully counted out his money.
"You there! What the hell do you think you're doing!?"
Christ, not again, thought Daniel D. Dunham as he looked around. A
tall, limber cop was right behind the group. His uniform was pristine and
his sunglasses shone perfectly in the morning light. A new recruit, Daniel
mused; this didn't bode well. The new ones were much too eager to "fight
the lawful fight," if you will.
"No soliciting! Am I going to have to bring you up on charges, son? I
mean ... ma'am?" the cop barked. Walter and Wilhelmina Wallace waddled
away as fast as they could; they didn't want any trouble, they just wanted
an ear relic to take back to Nebraska and show all of their friends, not to
mention the outlandish story that would inevitably be told about buying it
from a drag queen dressed as Diana Ross!
"No, sir. I'll just be going," Daniel said quickly, attempting to walk away
quietly.
"Is that an ear?!" the cop screeched, as he noticed Daniel haphazardly
trying to wrap the ear in tissue undetected. "Sir, I'm going to have to ask you
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to surrender the ear, please."
"I'm afraid I can't allow that, sir. You see-"
"That's supposed to be my line, buddy! I won't ask you again ..."
Daniel D. Dunham's rather unfortunate turn of luck that day continued
to a rather astronomical degree. You have undoubtedly heard the horrific
tale of the wild assault and seen pictures of a bloodied and wigless Diana
Ross, so I will not bore you with my significantly less scintillating retelling,
but let it be known that it indeed was traumatic for Daniel D. Dunham, and
the bodiless ear was still at large.
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Booby Titz
Mason Todd Johnson

BOOBY TITZ WAS THE DOWNRIGHT KING-KING,

I TELL

YOU! HIS NAME, BIRTH

name that is, wasn't actually Booby Titz; what parents would name their kid
that? But we called him Booby Titz anyway because:
A: He was fat.
B: He had tits.
C: It rhymed with his real name (Bobby Fitz).
So there you have it.
As I said before, he was the king, specifically, the king of the mat. King
of the mat was a game we played at Hyung Kim's Karate School at the local
YMCA. Our room there was a small one with mirrors all over the walls and
this thin purple carpet that covered the concrete floor. We'd get the red
throwing mat-stuffed with cotton, fairly soft, and about four feet by nine
feet-and we'd place it in the middle of the room. We'd turn off the lights,
and the room would be dark except for the middle where the lone ceiling
emergency light was, putting the mat under a sort of makeshift spotlight.
Geo, who was about fifteen then, who I taught classes with on Friday
nights, who was tall and handsome and athletic, and even though he was
Italian his dark brown skin made people think he was Mexican and when
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we went out to fast-food places the servers would talk to him in Spanish-that
Geo, in his white karate uniform (think The Karate Kid) would get everyone
to circle around the mat and then he would choose two people to get on. Once
he yelled, "Begin" the two people on the mat would go at it, punching, kicking,
pushing, doing whatever they could do to knock the other person off the mat.
The person who successfully knocked their opponent off, shaming them for at
least six seconds, would then be ... king of the mat.
Booby Titz was good at this. No, wait, he was fucking great. We'd all be
standing around the mat, a mix of kids and adults in white uniforms with
belts of all colors-yellow, purple, brown-and then Booby would get
called and the next thing you knew he was on the mat and he was killin',
absolutely killin', the competition. Booby was twelve, tall for his age, with
blond hair in a bowl cut and, as previously mentioned, he was fat. King of
the mat was the only time when his fatness, his round belly and round chest,
was a good thing, and you could tell he enjoyed it, really enjoyed it. A kid
would get on the mat, maybe Mike, who was a year or two younger than
Booby, a skinny, Korean kid, and they'd go at it. Mike would jump and do
a side kick in the air to Booby-it'd be a good kick too, one that would
easily go through a wooden board-but Booby wasn't a wooden board,
Booby was Booby, so the kick would do nothing. All Booby had to do was
take a step forward when Mike kicked, jutting out his belly, and Mike
would bounce right off that mat in a jiffy. No problem. Booby would be the
victor, king of the mat.
Sometimes Tim would get picked to go up against Booby. He was a year
older than Booby, taller too, and he was a brown belt, which was higher
than Booby's green belt. He'd kick and punch and knock Booby around a
bit, real good, and maybe if the rules weren't simply to get your opponent
off the mat Tim could win, but that wasn't the case. Once Booby got tired
of bein' hit, which wouldn't take long at all, he'd just charge Tim. He'd
move faster than you'd think a twelve-year-old with Titz could move. He
was like a goddamn sumo wrestler and the next thing Tim knew, he was flat
on his ass and off the mat.
Sometimes people would even cheer him on, "You go, Booby!" they
might yell or, "Hail to King Booby!" These were the only times Booby
smiled at the mention of his nickname. Usually when you called him Booby
he would cringe slightly, or you'd see his shoulders drop suddenly-he was
usually too meek to say or do anything about it. But during king of the mat
he was proud of his name.
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There was no one around Booby's age that could beat him; Booby could
knock kids four years older than him right off the mat. And, after a while,
he'd get downright obnoxious. He'd be knocking little kids off the mat with
little regard, not caring whether they got hit. He'd start trash talkin', his
chubby face spittin' out some mean stuff, "Oh yeah, baby. Who's the king
of the mat? I'll tell you who isn't king of the mat, you," he might say after
defeating an opponent.
Eventually Geo would have no choice but to pit Booby against an adult;
his reign had to be stopped. Frank was a father in the class, a brown belt who
was a pretty nice guy most of the time; he was also a father who took the class
with his kids. Tall and skinny, he took it personally when Booby knocked his
kids off the mat with his big ol' belly. Geo would call Frank onto the mat, and
that was it for Booby. Frank would kick him nice and hard on the stomach, a
side kick, and Booby would fall to the ground gaspin' for air. Most adults
you'd think would be nicer, but again, Booby did get obnoxious. I should also
point out that, later, we found out that Frank was a cocaine addict. I doubt that
had anything to do with it, though.
This is not what I want to tell you about. Now that you know it, I'm
glad, but what I really want to tell you about is the last day Booby Titz was
in class. This was a class I was teaching and, well, it may be my fault that
he never came back. Partially my fault. Not like 100 percent my fault.
Maybe just 51 percent my fault. It's really hard to lay blame with these sorta
things if we're going to be entirely honest with each other, which is the kind
of relationship I want us to have, an honest one.
This was on one of those Fridays I taught with Geo. I was sixteen then
and just as nerdy and skinny and lanky in class as I was out of class, with my
glasses and brown hair, except I wore a white karate uniform and a black
belt. Everyone usually respected me because, despite the glasses and everything, I could usually kick their ass and if I couldn't then Mr. Myers would.
Mr. Myers was my instructor, short and bald and angry. He was one guy you
didn't want to get punched by because, shit, he had issues and if you didn't
respect me or Geo or one of the other black belts he made, then he'd punch
you and, well, as I already said, you didn't want that. So this Friday night I
was in front of the class and everyone was lined up in their white shirts,
shoulder to shoulder, facing me, standing straight up with their hands down
at their sides. Booby was there and Frank was there with his kids and Korean
Mike was there among a bunch of other kids and adults. I remember Mrs.
Bitch was also there with her two delinquent, shithead sons, the Smiths. Mrs.
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Bitch was divorced from Mr. Smith and, after I made the mistake of calling
her Mrs. Smith one night, she tore my goddamn head off. She was exactly
what you expected from a mother, not thin and all hips; she was an orange
belt, and she bared her teeth at me when I got her name wrong. Yellin' how,
"That's not my name," her fangs showing clear as day. (OK, she didn't have
fangs, but she might as well have.) I still couldn't remember what her actual
name is, what she likes to be called, so I try to avoided calling on her if I
could.
So like I said, everyone was there, including Mrs. Bitch, all lined up, and
I decided in the middle of class, when everyone was sweaty from kicking
foam pads that couldn't say ow, that we should do some push-ups. So I
yelled down and everyone dropped to the floor. When they saw me with my
body and palms flat on the floor they imitated and in seconds we were all
ready to start doing some push-ups.
"Push-ups," I said, craning my neck up from my position on the floor
to see everyone, and then went on and said, "Ten. You don't do them well,
or you screw one up, we start the count over."
Then I said, "Up," and everyone straightened their arms out and were
suddenly up in the air, balancing on their palms and the balls of their feet.
"One," I yelled and everyone bent their arms, lowering their chests to
the ground, then rose back up. Some of 'em did good push-ups, keeping
their backs straight, bending their arms all the way and coming up fast, but
a lot of 'em did bad push-ups. Some stuck their butts in the air, others barely
bent their arms, and the brave rested on their knees. They thought I
wouldn't notice, but I did. I may have only been sixteen, but I wasn't new
to this teaching thing. I could easily do my own push-ups and keep an eye
on the people a couple of feet in front of me. I could easily watch them, each
person only a matter of inches away from the person next to them. It was
cramped, yeah, but that was no excuse for bad push-ups.
All the people doing bad push-ups were testing the waters. Seeing
whether I was, in fact, serious about starting over. After the first push-up I
disappointed them when I stressed, "Do them well," and then repeated,
"One," essentially starting the count over.
They all did another push-up, a lot of backs straightened out and, on
the whole, the push-ups were a helluva lot better now that they knew I was
paying attention.
"Two," I yelled and everyone did satisfactorily.
Then, on three, Booby showed the first sign of strain on the bunch. He
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went down, came back up, and then collapsed on his stomach, resting there.
"Bobby," I yelled, "Do you want to start over?"
He got back up in push-up position and, out of the kindness of my
heart, I yelled, "Four."
Booby, the lazy, fat, sonofabitch, collapsed again.
"Bobby," I yelled, and he got back up.
When I yelled, "One," the class groaned, but did their push-up.
We got to three before the bastard collapsed again, this time letting his
arms lollygag (yeah, lollygag, I said) at his sides.
"Bobby," I said menacingly, or as menacingly as a sixteen-year-old nerd can
sound, but this time he didn't get up right away. I had to actually yell, "Get up"
before he raised his arms and pushed his body back up. Do you believe the gall?
This became a habit of Booby's. Around three or four push-ups the kid
would just collapse, giving up, pissing off everyone around him. We were all
close so the groans and sharp exhales of air were easy to hear. People were
getting more and more pissed off every time we started the count over. I
swear I could feel the temperature rising.
Eventually, after what must have been seventy-five push-ups, at least, I
couldn't take it anymore. I got up. It's not that I couldn't do seventy-five
push-ups-I could easily do a hundred-it was the fact that we should have
only been doing ten. Standing above Booby, my feet inches away from his
nose, I yelled, "Bobby, what is wrong with you?"
He didn't answer. I didn't want him to, I meant it rhetorically, and then
I went on, "Do you like to do push-ups? Are you giving up so you can do
more push-ups?"
Those questions weren't as rhetorical as the last, but Booby didn't say
anything, he just lay there on his stomach.
I went on, "Is this fun for you? I hope so because it's not fun for anyone
else. These people, your fellow students, they don't want to do push-ups
anymore, Bobby. I don't want to do push-ups anymore. I highly, highly
doubt you want to do push-ups anymore, so just do ten of them and we can
be finished. Finished!"
I got back down on the ground and in push-up position and started
counting again.
One .. .

Two .. .
Three .. .
Four .. .
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Five .. .
Six .. .
Seven .. .
Eight .. .
In the middle of the eighth push-up Booby's arms shook violently and
then gave altogether and he fell.
"Dammit, Booby," I yelled, and Mrs. Bitch gave me a look, the kinda
look she should give her kids when they act like assholes (but she doesn't),
but I didn't care because, well, she's a bitch, and I went on, "We are done.
We are not doing push-ups anymore. From here on out you will be the only
one doing push-ups."
Everyone got up from their push-up positions, breathing heavily,
exhausted. Some sat Indian style, others stretched their legs out and leaned
back on their palms.
Booby got back up into push-up position and I started counting as I
paced back and forth in front of him. He got to four and collapsed, his arms
falling to his sides again.
I fell down to the ground next to Booby, my palms flat on the carpet,
my mouth close to his ear, my stinky breath probably making it to his nostrils. "What are you doing, Booby?" I asked.
He didn't answer.
"I'll tell ya what," I went on, "Five more. We won't start over. I just want
five more consecutive push-ups and we can end this and go home. Wouldn't
it be nice to be done with push-ups, Booby? I think it'd be nice."
Booby tried to raise himself back up into push-up position. His arms
started to bend as he lifted himself up and I could see the drops of sweat
rolling down his soaked face and landing in the wet pool on the carpet
below his face. He didn't make it all the way up though; before he could get
into push-up position he collapsed again. His arms fell to the sides and his
whole body eased up, he was like one of those cats who, upon finding the
place they want to die, just give up on life.
"Jeezus Christ, Booby," I yelled into his ear as everyone stared, blankfaced, not sure what they were seeing or what to think about it.
"Get up," I yelled, but his body didn't move.
"Get up," I repeated. Nothing.
"Get up," I yelled louder than before.
"Get up," I said angrily, this time slapping him on the shoulder.
None of it was any use. He wasn't going to budge. I went on anyway,
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yelling again, "Dammit, Booby. Get up, now."
He moved his arms, wrapped them over his head, and kneaded his head
into the hard ground. I knelt next to him and watched, surprised, out of
ideas. I yelled at him, what else could I do? I mean, when kids don't do what
you say sometimes you hit them, but hitting Booby wasn't gonna make him
get up any faster, that was clear.
Then I heard them, the sharp, but quiet, exhales of air that quickly
turned into quiet sobs. Booby had started to cry. Fuck. There are ways to cry
in karate class and there are ways not to cry in karate class and cryin' in the
middle of the room, for everyone to see, like Booby was <loin', was not a
way to cry. He shoulda been like Alex, the teenage black belt, a scraggly kid
who's pretty stupid but also pretty fast. One day in class he attempted to
jump six metal folding chairs, kicking them over and breaking a board on
the other side. He didn't make it, his bottom foot got caught in one of the
chairs which closed on his leg, and he flew forward. Alex, he knew he was
going to cry, knew it was coming, and knew what he had to do. He halflimped, half-ran out of the room into the hallway, and even though we could
hear his crying, his yells, from outside of the room it was OK because he had
done the right thing. He had gotten out of class.
Now here was Booby, in full view, starting to sob. I leaned down close to his
ear, closer than before, and whispered hurriedly, "Do not do this, Bobby. Do not
cry, do you hear me? Do. Not. Cry. This is not the way to do things. Go outside
to cry if you need to, but don't start sobbin' in here in front of everybody ..."
Booby did not take my advice. In fact, things got worse. His head in his
arms he started to sob loudly, there was no doubt that everyone heard,
everyone realized what was going on. I tried to grab Booby's arm. I said,
"Come on, Bobby, let's get up," but he hit my hand away before wrapping
his arm back around his head.
There was nothing I could do, nothing I could say, he was clearly determined to lie there and have his cry for however long it would last. I looked
around the room at the faces, surprisingly blank, surprised by the lack of
empathy, and I saw no answers or solutions in anyone.
Having nothing else to do I got up and yelled, "Class is over, everyone out."
Everyone slowly got up, grabbed their bags, and went off to the
changing rooms. Soon enough it was just me and Booby Titz, him lyin' on
the floor cryin', me sittin' about a foot in front of him with my legs crossed,
waitin' for it to be out of his system. And that was it, for Booby at least, that
was his last day. He never came back.
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Marquis de Sade
Marisa Ramos

THE MARQUIS DE SADE AND I ARE PASSING NOTES IN CLASS AGAIN. IT'S ONLY THE

first day of school back from spring break, a morning warm with sun and
the exuberant new life flowering in the dogwood tree outside the classroom
window. He loudly tears a corner out of the worn geometry textbook. The
substitute teacher, who has managed to walk into the classroom and begin
writing on the board without facing his seated students, pauses at the sound,
but still does not turn.
As the Marquis pulls the pencil from behind the roll of his short white
school wig, he grins at me. His faded powder-blue silk breeches and overcoat are a mocking reference to his opulent past, his ecru silk stockings an
unconscious adherence to it. His wardrobe is a constant source of administrative consternation at our most Catholic of learning institutions: if they
would only recognize that he revels in his punishment they would stop
doling it out so generously. Maybe someday they will finally ask me why I
have daily vacillated between the male and female uniforms. Today I am

skirt-bound, although the Marquis, I am sure, will ask me to trade my skirt
for his breeches before lunch so that he may get the lash again.
I start shaking my head even as I turn toward the Marquis, but he
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already accepted the substitute's unconscious challenge. He scribbles on the
torn page, folds it carefully, and hands the note across the aisle. He presses
it into my outstretched, waiting hand. "Mr Fox?" it reads in his loopy
scribble. It's a playground game we have adapted for the classroom: while
the teacher's back is turned, we sneak forward through the aisles; whoever
gets sighted first by the teacher loses. The goal of the game is to touch the
teacher, but neither of us has gotten that far in the few months since we've
begun playing the game. I grin and nod. It's on.
The classroom is silent except for the determined scribble of chalk from
the front of the room. Our thirty-odd classmates sit still and stare straight
ahead-the class is split between students who have had the fear of God
drilled into them and students who have unlimited prescriptions to Xanax.
The Marquis and I each form a fist on our desks, throwing our fingers out
of their formation to count down in unison: three, two, and one. We explode
up from our chairs, bending silently next to each other in the narrow aisle.
Whereas the Marquis' wooden shoes begin to squeak and clack on the tiled
floor, the laughter bubbling up through my chest is the only thing that could
slow me down. I want to win today. I chant to myself, you need to finally
win this game. From a crouch I drop to my hands and knees, crawling
silently. I take one look back at my lumber-shod opponent-he has halted
his advance in favor of ducking under a desk and biting Naughty Mindy's
ankles. She tries not to react, but somehow the Marquis is always able to
make the girls play along with his antics. She smiles and reaches under the
desk, inching her skirt up her thighs like a good girl. I wish I had an ounce
of the charisma that he so effortlessly wields. But aha! I am the one much
closer to our common goal. Mindy will still be Naughty tomorrow, but this
game will soon be over and sweet conquest shall be mine!
The substitute has still not turned around. I am within arm's distance of
him and about to lunge forward for his pant leg when the Marquis grabs
my bobby-socked ankle. The momentum of my aborted leap sprawls me
across the substitute's calves, and he tumbles to the ground in a cloud of
chalk smoke. I slide past him all the way to the wall he was standing against,
while he plummets straight down. His legs land on top of my folded limbs,
his knees propped on my prone body. I am embarrassed for my actions and
avert my eyes, waiting for his stinging lecture to signal my victory and the
commencement of my corporal punishment. The words do not come.
I look up, and Dennis Quaid is smiling at me. I have only had him as a
substitute teacher once before. I was eleven and remember every moment of
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it vividly. He was standing in for the school's music teacher-he played
Bach, asking our class to listen and let images come from the music. He
turned the lights out as the music started, and made a slow round of the
classroom to persuade us to follow his instructions. He stopped behind my
chair. The only thing I wanted to do at that moment was turn around, but
for all the world I would not have. I could feel him behind me, and closed
my eyes not to picture abstract representations of the music but to imagine
that for a second I could feel him resting one hand on my shoulder, whispering one long vowel in my ear, stroking his thumb down my cheek in the
sign for girl, in an indication that he saw me as a girl. That he saw me.
Before my thoughts condemned themselves to the mental closets labeled
"Fantasies, Etc.," the music was dead, the lights were up, and he was as
gone in reality as he was real in my fiction.
But here again he is before me, and this time he does see me. Sprawled
on the ground like this, we take each other in for a moment. He peels his
palm off the floor and offers it to me-I hold his gaze for a moment before
taking his hand. But when I take it we are flying, and I fear that it is my disbelief at my fortune that finally brings us down.
My delicate alabaster wrists are crossed behind Mr. Quaid's neck as we
sway back and forth, dancing with tacit intensity. We embrace in the gray
stony ruins of a medieval convent where women married Jesus while
shouting each other's names and writhing in each other's starched sheets. A
canopy of soft new leaves blocks out the harshness of the brassy afternoon
sunlight, a few shafts escaping to reach out to us. Mr. Quaid is wearing a
brown tweed three-piece suit, worn and nubbly but so soft against my bare
arms. His worn leather shoes brush by my bare feet every few seconds-he's
not stepping on my toes, just letting me know that he knows where my feet
are in relation to him.
Most prolonged eye contact with a beautiful superior seems to become
a hostile contest, a battle of wills. But this ... I can't look away from Mr.
Quaid's misty grays. He keeps smiling wider and the twinkles of laughter in
his eyes burn brighter, curled ends of his longish hair intertwining by the
tops of his ears and around each other at the nape of his neck. My mouth
aches from being so happy and smiling so hard. I love this ache. I want it to
tear a hole in my face. I want the electric hallelujah to break my throat and
spray my only honest emotion all over Mr. Quaid's faded blue tie and stubbled chin. Deja vu. I have had this dream before ...
The Marquis de Sade jumps out from behind the most phallic tower of
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crumbling stone. He is wearing his favorite gray wig today-shabby from use,
it has two rolls on the top, one by each ear, and a long bit in back separated
into two tails at his shoulder blades. The Marquis wiggles a bushy graying
eyebrow at me, frolicking through the high grass. His black leather shoes,
dusty by design rather than from employment in the elements, barely seem to
touch the ground in his quirky, leaping dance. He holds a brashly lettered sign
up behind Mr. Quaid, so that only I can see it: "Want to grab food?"
This is his foreplay to asking me to cook for him. He knows how to
cook but would much rather make snide and depraved comments while a
woman cooks for him. He keeps a collection of floral aprons in his pantry
on the off chance that he can lure a compliant female into his kitchen.
Of course, I don't want to talk to the Marquis right now-his hovering
would annoy me at any other moment, but now I refuse to be bothered. I
don't think I've ever been closer to anyone than I am to the Marquis, he is
my oldest friend and greatest adversary in all things. He spins in flurries
through my peripherals; maybe if I ignore him he'll go away.
The Marquis is trying to hop onto Mr. Quaid's shoulders to demonstrate
how to puncture someone's spinal cord with one violent thrust of the penis.
He is clambering up onto the highest rock piles, launching himself toward
Mr. Quaid's back. He keeps missing, jumping not quite far enough to hit his
mark. He laughs it off but has learned to keep the desperation of failure out
of his actions. Apparently, of all the ways that the Marquis has killed various living beings with his penis, this is the most satisfying for him.
The Marquis finally jumps on Mr. Quaid's back. The walls and world
flatten around us into a horizonless expanse of white. No shadows, no
objects. The Marquis is standing there, waiting for me. He is holding a glass
in one hand, and wearing one of his flowery aprons over his silk shirt.
"Honey, I'm home!" I quip to him. He grins, glad that we are playing
the same game.
"How was the office, dear?" He bats his eyelashes at me, curling his lips
coquettishly. I walk toward him so that he will not have to abandon his
carefully posed joke. He kisses me on the cheek and asks me if I want a
drink, which he is already holding out for me. It's a mojito in a Curious
George jam glass. What a classy broad my friend is.
"Thank you." I take the glass and genuflect in thanks-he hates muddling drinks in jam glasses because it chips his manicure, but nothing could
hurt his jolly mood right now. He turns to pick his drink back up off the
table he's coaxed Nasty Mindy's pliable body into-he's already halfway
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through a Curac;ao-heavy Fish Bowl, chewing on one of the Swedish Fish
perched on the ice in the bottom of the bowl. He balances the half-gallon
glass bowl between both hands, using a wide straw to gulp the beverage at
an alarming rate. The Marquis has finally beaten the Ninth Level and if he
wants to celebrate, I will be next to him wearing all the party hats so that
he can hold his drink.
"Would you like to take another spin, or move onto the next round?"
A friendly female voice clips her consonants from the above region of the
nothingness. The Marquis does a little jig, kicking his coattails while managing to keep his drink from sloshing over the sides of the bowl. He recites
a crude poem about nuns and Polaroid cameras, to which the female voice
replies, "Code accepted. Welcome to Level Sixteen." The Marquis carefully
places his drink on the ground and pats me on the top of my head as he and
the world grow back around me out of the white nothingness that is apparently the inter-level purgatory. A blast of wind closes my eyes and blows my
hair around me. Speed without movement, I can only hear the wind and the
squeak of my hair fighting itself. Deja vu. I have had this dream before ...
Sam is the most beautiful girl I could ever conceive of. She has long been
the star of my liquid dreams. I used to be so scared of her ... years have
passed, and only now she's tied me in a piano. I'm woven in the vertical
vibrating strings, unable to move an inch, staring a hole in the tilted-open
sinuous lid. My muscles strain with the tension of trying to stay stark still
in this unnatural position. I can't see her, but my heart flutters just sensing
that she had decreed I be so captured. She is shuffling the sheet music in
front of the zebra keys and finally she sees me-maybe in the piano's surface she can see herself reflected next to me. Inside of me. Maybe she thinks
the same thing I do, so that when she finally stops my breath she'll be giving
me CPR and breaking my sternum with one swift kick. I won't live.
I love the way the wires bite into my torso, holding me constellated in
this epic piano. The metal matrix across me is the only thing holding me
earthbound, close to reality. I close my eyes in anticipation, because maybe
this is the day when Sam will finally make a move! Her modus operandi is
to let the ladies flock to her. It always works, but I can't help feel like a
rapist when it comes down to the last inch before my hand grabs her ankle,
before I lean over her too far. Before I take my turn at the Altar of Saint Sam
and am turned away by the cherubic lips of the androgynous altar servers,
ashamed to have presumed I had a right to communion.
I don't know where pianos count for her. I've always dreamed about the
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first time Sam would touch me. I'd smile and she'd never be able to be apart
from me. After I got out a restraining order against her she'd sneak into my
house at night and watch me sleep. Those first few caresses would be the
point of no return, into an abyss of obsession and greedy lust, like a nutritionist's children tasting their first deep-fried Oreos.
Sam stands behind the piano and tiptoes on the pedals, her suede creepers
adding height but no theme to the movement. My bones are snapping, the percussion to her sonata. She does not touch the keys but bites her fingers, toys
with her eyebrow ring. Oh, to be that eyebrow ring and not her drum kit. If I
were her drum kit she would beat me with her every limb and make me
scream. I would feel sublimely used instead of indifferently employed.
The Marquis prances behind Sam, expounding on the culturally specific
innuendos in his original German translation of The Scarlet Pimpernel. The
explanation falls on dead ears. The pedals keep going up and down as my
now-Gumby body flexes and bends with the tension in the strings. I try to
sing along to the song that I think she is playing. Sam laughs, so I laugh too.
She keeps laughing and I realize that she's laughing at me, so I shut up and
try to disappear into the piano. I crimp my eyelids together and imagine that
I am anywhere but trapped face up in a piano being laughed at by the one
person I didn't think I would be stupid enough to let break me. And I am
anywhere but here. Out of my despair has come an oblique success. I smile
weakly as the wind catches my hair again, making it dance with a mirth I
can't consciously muster.
The wind is gone, the scent of humid Florida salt replaced by the stillness
of new leather. I open my eyes. I'm in the passenger seat of a small car, and
though Sam is in the driver's seat there is no steering wheel and she's not driving anyway. She's fooling with the radio: she finds her song, and as the lyrics
purr across the dark leather seats she starts to dance. The dark highway looks
endless and straight in front of us and behind. There is no moon but the lights
on the side of the road take turns painting copper halos on her dark hair.
Those lights don't touch me-they don't know how to perjure themselves well
enough yet. My halo is waiting for me in hell, at the bottom of my gin-filled
swimming pool in Saint Frank-N-Furter's Tuesday Grotto.
Sam's eyes are closed, her tongue pressing against the back of her lower
teeth as she sighs. Her head falls back and forth across the headrest, chin
tilted up, the sinuous movement leaving her suspended in the center for a
heartbeat before she crashes again to the side. The movement exposes her
neck and the necklace she always wears. The Marquis gave her that necklace
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a long time ago to commemorate the Arbor Day riot they started in protest
of the solar calendar. She never takes it off, and the metal beads have long
since stopped wearing rings off onto her skin. She has no idea that I am
here, but all I can think about is the way her seatbelt slips against her chest
as her spine sings my dirge in three different keys.
From behind me, I hear the Marquis singing a song about raping a confessional screen. It's an old one, but I think he's been trying to rewrite the
lyrics. I lean back and open the armrest in the middle of the backseat that
leads into the trunk-the Marquis pokes his head through the openings and
grins toothily. He sees Sam and, for once, he is quiet. We both watch Sam
for a moment, and our thoughts must be identical. The Marquis turns to me
and raises his eyebrow, the gesture bringing miles of subtext to his Mona
Lisa smile. He must be about to tell what the right thing to do might be!
But instead he giggles and says, "Well, it doesn't have to be consensual,
does it? Nobel doesn't give awards for consensual ... ness ..." He closes
the divider to the trunk. As he starts singing again, louder this time, I look
back at Sam. Her denim-clad knees float apart, and at the last moment
before the gesture is lewd she pulls them into herself and is more perfect and
ruggedly fragile than before. The beat pounds through her, from her, and
into the stereo, informing the singer how to emote. A sigh shakes my
marrow as I reach for her but strangle the gear shift instead, still afraid to
breathe too close to her lest I make the illusion disappear.
Does it have to be consensual? Is it? Apparently the word consensual can
be used to describe an involuntary response to a voluntary movement from
another body part. Thank you, Marquis 101. The divider to the trunk opens
again, this time apparently of its own accord. I know better, but do not see
any benefit to pointing this out. I take the hint and unbuckle my seatbelt.
I climb into the trunk with the Marquis. I'm getting carsick and hope he
can offer me some relief-his homeopathic remedies tend to be more useful
than even he would admit. Maybe he has something for crooked hearts, too.
I could use a bottle of that, with a saccharine romantic chaser. Instead of a
pharmacy, the Marquis has a whole brothel in the trunk; everyone is in the
dark except for the glowing red safety light above the latch. The ladies are
frolicking around while the Marquis chases them-one stumbles over the
felt-covered tire-changing kit built into the wall. It's Nasty Mindy and she
looks like she's twelve or thirteen years old with a tattoo of a chainsaw on
her tongue and a purple wig falling into her face. The Marquis falls on her,
and while he cuts off her skirt with a comically large folding razor he begins
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to lecture me on choosing the right wines for various shellfish dishes. I climb
back out of the trunk; I can't understand the words he is saying over the
insistent bass from the forward section of the vehicle. Nasty Mindy calls
after me to come back, but I'd rather not. And they say romance is deadthey have never seen the Marquis in action.
The car is still going fast, even faster than before, where if we stopped or
even slowed down we would not be able to stand the pressure. I always knew
physics would be the death of me. I don't even notice how doomed we are
until my heels leave the trunk. I kick the hatch closed as I climb forward, serpentine, to the front of the car. The deceptive peace of the interior is, I suppose, a comfort and a tribute to the vehicle's master designers . We disappear
down this highway alone, and I reach the front of the car. Sam is slumped
over onto the dashboard, a peaceful look on her face. I hold my little finger
in front of her mouth to see if she is breathing, like I would with a sleeping
baby if I ever had a baby. She looks like a baby, breathing but barely.
Her shirt has pulled up a little in the back, and a black tendril peeks out
at me. I run my finger, then my palm, up her back, slowly lifting her shirt
up, and there is a tattoo I never knew she had. I wonder why the Marquis
never thought to mention it to me. A tribal design envelops her back,
winding around her sides, up to her neck, and down into her pants. I can't
find any edges-I take her shirt off to see where it starts and where it ends.
There is no start or ending to this beautiful, strong, meaningless design.
Enthralled, I kiss the misty peaks of mountains and trace my tongue down
the streams to where they meet in a roaring waterfall. I pet the hummingbirds and inhale the essence of the lotus and dogwood trees. I hug her back
and, resting my ear against her, I am finally sure that she is breathing. Flesh
to flesh, I hold her as close to me as she will ever get.
She won't wake up, but neither will I.
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Resistible
Jonathan Jefferies

ERIC,

Heeeeeey Buddy! How're we <loin'? Just had my first weekend over here
and decided to write and let you know that our bet is still on like fucking
Donkey Kong. Think I'll spend that Benjamin on a few glasses of Johnny
Walker Blue in some ritzy hotel bar after I get my diploma, so work hard
back in Texas for me, puddin' pop. Seriously, man, I'm not gonna crawl
back to a construction job with you shitbirds; I'm gonna become a
respectable dude with a communications degree. Shee-it, as jacked up as
Nevada is, I could never be homesick when I think of your entrailored ass
as part of home. You want to know how much I don't miss you? Let's count
the ways.
Drive down here was a whore. People up in Oklahoma were all giving
me their mutant-eyed stares while I tried to enjoy their Carl's Jr. (that skimps
on the bacon, by the way). New Mexico's got a bunch of dead shit on the
roads. Arizona's orange. Finally I got to Nevada where it's more light brown
than orange at least, but all faded brown like that time when your old lady
tried to shock her hair back to normal after dyeing it for all those years. It's
nice and dusty here, at least, so it sort of feels like home.
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The campus is decent, I guess, though parking here is like navigating a
Thanksgiving Eve Walmart, so when I arrived, I ended up getting a spot
about a twenty-minute walk through campus from where I lived. Grabbing
the minifridge and a couple of boxes, I hobbled my way toward my building
and took in some scenery. They have these crazy sculptures everywhere that
remind me of back in high school when Jamie got mad dehydrated at practice and puked in his helmet, then he was out for heat stroke for like a week
but no one cleaned out the helmet and it just got all crusty in the locker
room and all the junk inside solidified, yeah. The buildings are all earthtoned out, too, so I guess your dad's closet was the main inspiration for that.
Good times.
My room is uncannily similar to the drunk tank at County, white cinder
blocks and all, except there's one dirty window and the door is wood instead
of steel. Some guy in the hall who was wearing a bandana around his neck,
all looking like he was gonna break some steers and then go to a Teagan and
Sara concert afterwards, told me that they had prison architects design dorm
buildings back when the college was designed, so that's kind of rad if you're
one of those weird dudes like Scott Melton back home, who liked to watch
the History Channel and talk about WWII troop movements, except I don't
think the bandana guy had live grenades stored in a hidden shed deep into his
property "for when the uprising begins," but I fucking digress.
It looked like I was the first one to arrive, so I started unloading all my
stuff to the left side of the room. I came across that box with all the leftover
booze from the going-away party and so I stocked the minifridge with it.
Looking into the fridge, it seemed kind of ridiculous that I would only have
booze in it, so I left a note on top of the fridge that was like, Hey man, this
is your roommate. I swear I'm not an alcoholic, I was just on a roll this
summer. -Stan
When I returned from another twenty-minute walk from my truck, my
roommate Craig had finally gotten there. You remember that letter I got
that said my roommate was gonna be from San Diego and you laughed and
said he was probably going to be a hippie? Well, he's a Chargers fan, so even
though their running game is a bit shut down these days, they still got an Oline and Rivers is throwin' some accurate goddamn ball, so I guess my
roommate's a stand-up guy after all.
After learning this vital information about each other, Craig and I
decided to hit the closest grocery store to score some grub and to secretly
watch what the other dude was buying to see if he was a weirdo or not. I'm
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going to fucking starve to death out here. I figured that after that long drive,
how better to celebrate than to reward myself with a tasty frozen treat. You
know what I'm getting at: Blue Bell Ice Cream, Cookies 'n Cream, half
gallon, gold rim all the way, baby! I was pretty stoked, to say the least.
So we pull up to this joint called Smith's, which sounds like some foreigners just thought of the most American name they could. It's OK.
Kroger's, we ain't gonna think you just sell bratwurst and weinerschnitzel
or whatever. The parking lot was full of Mexicans, anyway, so I guess all the
white people go to Whole Foods so they can buy roots and shit to boil.
In Smith's, the frozen foods were around the middle of the store's aisles,
like most places. So there I was, pacing back and forth in front of their ice
cream all set up by the waffles and what have you, just checking around for
that Blue Bell. Man, I must've tore some ruts up and down their floors,
which looked like that crayon in elementary school that no one ever used,
Burnt Sienna or something? After a few minutes of this, something started
to feel wrong and I started wiping the fog off of the freezer doors and
talking to myself a little, trying to calm down with a bit of the, "It's OK,
Stan, you can't see the ketchup in the fridge door sometimes either, the Blue
Bell's around here somewhere; you're just passing right over it." The other
ice cream was starting to piss me off-the usual suspects were all there:
Dreyers, Breyers, high-dollar stuff like Ben & Jerry's, and even Haagen Dazs
for lonely old broads, and the like.
A real man doesn't need ice cream with an actual picture of the ice
cream on the container-a good, solid, neutral color with a black band of
cows wandering around the top of the container is all he needs. Yeah, that
and some honest black text telling him what's what, all haloed with that
beautiful golden rim, that ice cream for the everyman, that Bluest of Bells,
that's what's up. But not here, man. Nothing. I started thinking that maybe
I'd started to lose my shit from the heat like Jamie. They had to have Blue
Bell, what other kind of ice cream would someone buy?
So logically, I holler over to Craig, who's in the next aisle over, "Hey
man, where do they keep the Blue Bell around here? It got its own cooler or
something?" I felt kind of bad for hollering because you know how a man
gets when he's really concentrating on his cereal choice, which is kind of
personal, but then he throws me a curve ball by asking, "What the fuck are
you talking about?"
"Man," I thought, "he must have really bad hearing. I mean, I'm
standing in the ice-cream section throwing out questions with B sounds,
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what else would I be talking about? I hope he's not one of those guys who's
never woken up by his alarm clock and you have to debate whether to go
over and turn it off, 'cause what if he wakes up while you're hovering above
him and thinks some bizarre shit is going down?" So I spoke up, "Blue. Bell.
Ice. Cream.-where is it?"
"Never heard of it." Swear to God. Dude didn't even sound fazed.
Craig said that a low sound started coming from my throat right then,
like the horn of a steamship seeking a lighthouse on a fog-ridden night, or
something. I don't really remember, I think I may have blacked out for a
second while I started to come to grips with the reality that Blue Bell Is Not
A National Brand, which is obviously ridiculous. How fucked up is dessert,
of all concepts, to these people? Smith's is definitely owned by foreigners,
foreigners from a shitty country.
When I sort of came to I was still in the freezer section. All of my groceries started to sound horrible to me. Not even the Chef Boyardee smile
could cheer me up from its tomato-y orange frame. The yellow-eyed cartoon
frog's smirk on my Smacks ripoff bag of Malt-0-Meal started to piss me off
a bit. The gray handbasket thingy with my stuff began to feel real heavy and
I had to shift it to my left hand. The shift of the weight almost staggered me
and I started leaning against the chrome freezer door handle to keep my balance. The aisle started to feel real cold all of a sudden, freezing even. Craig
peeked his head from around the Oreo display at the end of the section,
"You ready to get out of here?"
I was kind of shook up, so I forgot to go to the self-checkout line and
was real embarrassed when the checkout lady rang up the Axe body spray
that I had hidden underneath my bag of cereal because it's my secret mojo
and kind of private, which is why I usually like to check myself out. I ended
up settling for Kroger brand ice cream because it's hella cheap. It's one of
those store brands that's got the thin paper cube box with that perforated
opening strip like a document envelope or box of detergent, the kind of box
where after you open it once, the top layer of ice cream grows that sheet of
permafrost and the sides and corners get all J ell-0-like and nasty. The
checkout lady was scoping my choice like I was low class or something
'cause I didn't get Breyers, and I wanted to get in her face and full force yell
something that started with "Bitch," but I played it cool 'cause I didn't want
to get banned like at Trader Joe's and be forced to go to Walmart all the time
again. Hey, at least there's some Cookies & Cream in the fridge, anyway.
After settling for an even farther away parking spot, we stowed the groceries

Jonathan Jefferies

257

back in the room. I needed to stabilize after almost losing my shit and getting ornery on fools: I needed some BBQ to get me regular again. Craig had
been going to college here for a few years and he said he knew of a good
place, so he drove us there in his Plymouth Neon, which out of my gentle
nature I will decline to comment on. We came across a place called Hank's
Apoco-ribs that he said was pretty legit, so we stopped in. Man, I hope
you're sitting down, 'cause these punks got downright heretical with the
food. Their sauce was all peppers and nonsense, and they must've bought
their tomatoes from some biker commune or something because I was getting silly heartburn immediately. The coleslaw was coleslaw, meh.
Cornbread wasn't sweet enough and all mealy-feeling, and the bottom was
all burnt up. This outfit needs to get its shit together and hire some
grandmas to show 'em how things are done.
I was going to mark it all down as a loss except that they had some very
passable sweet tea, none of that lemony stuff you usually get in backwards
places like this. The tea had solid fundamentals-a big metal container
serving it at room temperature, white Styrofoam cup, optional ice, and a
sheet of paper with "sweet" Sharpied on it Scotch-taped to the silver cylindrical surface of the main tea silo.
Craig, as you know, is a Californian and it's well known that those
people have some strange ideas about BBQ-dude thought we were eating
at a Mexican restaurant or something the way he was putting jalapefios on
his pulled-pork sandwich. Was going to correct the guy, but then he opted
for potato salad instead of baked beans and I just gave up-if people are
determined to eat incorrectly, then that's their business. He drank a glass of
lemonade with it, which is controversial, but his heart was in the right place.
It took us about thirty minutes to get back to home base. No one can
drive here, of course. You can take a U-turn pretty much anywhere here,
which terrified me the first couple of times I saw the maneuver. A lot of the
larger two-way streets have curbs dividing the directions instead of turning
lanes, which means if you want to pull into somewhere on your left, you
have to make a U-turn to get there. Hijinx. All the cars here have bumper
stickers that are way too concerned about current issues, and apparently
they're either all Mac users or big fans of Granny Smiths the way those
stupid little white stickers are blowing up their back windshields. OH NO,
I almost forgot about the Raiders fans! Dudes in rusty Chevys are all over
Oakland's nuts 'round these parts-I mean decals everywhere. For real
guys? "Hey guys, I'm JaMarcus Russel. I complete more than a quarter of
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my passes, I promise." Hilarious. Bummed that they drafted McFadden; he
was a total beast at Arkansas but the way the Raiders are getting stomped,
he'll probably be a broken man soon. Guys are crying real tears on Sundays
around here, for sure.
I was feeling a bit better after the ice-cream debacle with some red meat
in my belly, so I wandered around a bit and checked out what was going on
around campus. The heat here is no big deal. Thermometer says all of 108 and
such, but the humidity is Dead Camel's Ass, so it's basically spring to me. You
know how the whole tank top/shorts combination is surefire white trash back
home? Shit is for real around here, man, probably because the majority of 'em
aren't fat slores with mad ugly thighs. Pretty stoked about the number of fit
tan bitches crossing my path in this configuration. All the chicks wear big-ass
sunglasses like they're testing nukes, though-shit is jokes.
I'm concerned about the geography around here a bit, student-wise. The
proximity to Vegas means my Coke Whore Radar is dinging pretty hard.
Seen some dudes rocking sun visors, didn't bother asking why. 'Least they
didn't have them on upside down and backwards like they needed a spoiler
or something; I think that's finally dead for sure. New Englanders are
wicked grumpy with their North Face vests all Nantucketed away for eleven
months out of the year. Pacific Northwestern folks be reeking a bit too much
of the Fresh Herb and wayyy unfresh flannel shirts. Still, I'd slay a couple of
them hos if they'd let me unravel their dreads and Febreze them down some.
Seen some Midwestern-type farm girls that are pretty banging, but they like
to talk like I play shuffleboard, which is to say never, so that's kind of hampering progress on that front. Opposite of them are all the SoCal trendies
who can often be hot but are way too into their phones-they look down
to read texts so often that if their phones were invisible you'd think they
were just really depressed.
Oh yeah, that reminds me, I'm writing you an analog letter because I
lost my phone charger that last time we went to Shady Lake. I need to head
out to Radio Shack to see if they got something, so take a break and grab a
beer or something, I'll be right back.
OK, I just got back. Ended up at one of the malls here and I can safely say
that Creepy Mall Guys are in full attendance. You got the classic greasylooking guy who hangs out by the Dance Dance Revolution machine in the
arcade who hopes to catch some preteen jiggle. There's the guy in the blue dress
shirt with the megacrispy hair who works at the cell phone face plate kiosk.
There's the seven-foot-tall dude with his ever-present sidekick, four-feet-eleven
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chick, who both work at the music store. There's the pretzel guy with the worst
skin, and the real mad-looking dude at the engraving booth. There's even the
jewelry-store guy in the suit who just stands behind the glass counter and
stares people down all day like he's an executive. Pretty standard, as malls go.
You've got another thing coming if you think I can't handle this shitNevada's like Texas except they keep the meth heads off Main Street. Yeah,
there's a lot of backwards shit here, but nothing I can't get used to. Craig's
even got us invited to a party the theater majors are throwing tonight, so
I'm gonna brush up on my Stanislavsky Method macking technique. I'll fill
you in once I get back, then we'll see.
Stan

260

Ha i r Trigger 33

Don't Talk to Me about No Church
Jerome Pritchard

I WAS SOME
vicious, wild animal. On top of that, the cheeks of my ass were numb as hell
crunched against all that wood.
I struggled to my feet to stretch. And when I did, Momma slapped me
on the side of the arm. Beads of sweat dashed through the air, splattering the
old lady trembling in the aisle. I wished that old woman would sit down;
she was making me dizzy.
"Girl, sit!" Momma said, fanning herself with the church newsletter. She
rocked in the pew, nodding and muttering, "Thank you, Jesus. Thank you,
Jesus." I screamed, covering my ears, staring at the old lady in the aisle. The
reverend called me out.
"It's OK, young sista. Let the spirit move through you." He gazed down
at me through thick, black-rimmed trifocals. His eyes were huge. Behind
him, the church choir swayed like weeds in a field. They sang and clapped.
Momma refused to let me do anything outside of praisin' God. I had
something else on my mind: I was supposed to be in Mexico with my best
friends Mimi and Lana for summer vacation, but Momma refused to let me
go. She said, "Girl, you too young to be having friends. And on top of that,
MOMMA HAD ME CHAINED TO THE PEW FOR FIVE HOURS LIKE
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you too young to be crossing the border."
I was fifteen. A grown woman. What was Momma talkin' about? She
let my twin brothers, Jermaine and Germon, who were two years younger,
spend the night at their friends' grandparents' log cabin in Colorado.
"They've got each other, Ilona," said Momma, sliding into her girdle.
We were in the laundry room, and I was perched against the hot dryer.
It trembled, as did I along with it.
"Nuh-uh. They're boys. Practically children, Momma," I said. My arms
were crossed and lips knotted. Momma started to pray to herself.
I didn't hear a thing Momma was praying about because of the vicious
growl from the washer and dryer. All I saw were her fat lips moving. Then
she lost her balance trying to step her left foot into the girdle. She fell back
against the wall and yelped. I burst out laughing, covering my mouth with
both hands. That's what the hell you get, I thought.
I decided to boycott everything Momma wanted me to do. Going to church
this morning was supposed to be one of them. Well, I tried. I hid in the closet
for two hours before church, but it got so stuffy in there I had to come out for
air. Then I pretended I was sick. I gulped down some of Mamma's pink wine
from the fridge in order to force myself to vomit, but I enjoyed it too much and
ended up drinking some more. When Momma said it was time for church, I
smiled and went along with it. I didn't have a care in the world. The crappy
thing about it was that I had to go back tonight for evening service. Ugh!
Momma was in my room diggin' through the closet.
"Momma, I'm not goin' to no church!" I said, pacing in front of the
door to my small bedroom.
"Yes, you are. If I have to put you in a suitcase and carry you there
myself, you goin' ," she said, flipping through clothes. "I don't understand,
Ilona. You didn't complain this morning."
"I hate you!" I yelled. I studied Mamma's thin face and how her kneehigh, yellow dress lit the room like a lightbulb. She stared at me with her
mouth dangling open.
"God don't like girls who hate!" she said. She propped her hand on her
waist. Momma was somethin' with her gray, flowing hair hanging over her
shoulder. She thought she was the wisest momma on the block, thinking she
could drag her only daughter out the door to some place that worshiped an
invisible man. She peered at me through her thick bifocals.
"You need to know the Lord, girl," she would always tell me. I just
didn't get it.
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She pulled a hot pink dress, laced with a million little wrinkles, from the
closet and patted it down with her hand. She glared at me. Her large, hazel eyes
roved over my lanky body. Skin and bones, that's what I was. I oughta call
social services because Momma refused to make the food I liked; she made all
those green bean casseroles and generic Hamburger Helper meals. Yuck!
"This looks pretty," she said. She held the hot pink dress at arm's length.
She was smiling like she had "done it again" by picking the perfect Sunday
dress. I twirled saliva in my mouth and pretended to spit on the carpet just
to make Mamma's blood boil. Her eyebrows met when she saw my pantomime. I'm not goin' to no church. Ya hear that, Momma? I thought.
I stood to the side of the door; I needed a clear getaway in case Momma
decided to put her hands on me.
"I ain't wearin' no hot pink," I said.
I threw my arms over my chest, covering small, little-girl breasts.
Momma carried the dress over to me. It dangled on the hanger. The closer
she got, the farther I backed up until I hit against the wall. She held the dress
up against my body.
"Uncross them arms!" she said.
I rolled my eyes and knotted my lips, turning a brown cheek. She
grabbed onto my face and squashed my cheeks, jerking my head toward her.
"Listen to me when I'm talking to you, Ilona. Ya hear me?"
I pushed away, trying to rebel as much as I could. Yeah, I had that kind
of energy running through my veins. I can thank my daddy, Dex Doolittle,
for that. Back in the day, he was a college football star. Now he was a photographer of nudes. He had to be a rebel to seduce all those women into
stripping down for him.
"What?" Momma leaned in closer, so much that her nose brushed against
my forehead. Rebellion wasn't on my side. I was a coward. I knew Momma
had some secret powers that scared the hell out of my poor rebellious side.
Maybe all her worshipping at that church, praying to some invisible man and
all, was not useless after all. Wait a minute, Ilona. She's using her magic.
"Yes, ma'am," I whispered.
"I can't hear you," Momma said.
Now her hot breath steamed my cheek.
"Yes, MA'AM!" I said, staring into her eyes, standing as stiff as a mannequin. Momma smiled and backed up off of me.
"OK, then. Unwrap them arms so I can see how this dress looks."
I relinquished all control to Momma, and I hated myself for it. I hated
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church. I hated getting up at the crack of dawn. I hated dressing up in ugly
dresses and chatting with all the crazy brothas and sistas, those hard-ass
benches, and having to spend the day with my family. I wish I had an ounce
of rebel in me to say it to Mamma's face, but she was mean as hell. I jumped
up and down in place, whining, "No, no, Momma. No!"
"Girl, be still," Momma said.
Momma held the dress up to me again, and I sighed, shifting my weight
from one leg to the other.
"That's pretty. Gotta get some of these wrinkles out first. You know, you
can wear those pink Mary Janes. The ones with the pretty little bows.
Cute!" Momma said.
I stood there while she chuckled. I wanted to throw up right there. Pink
Mary Janes? God help me! I waited for an answer. All I heard was the dog
clawing at the door across the hall and yelping. Was anyone on my side?
Church was a huge event in my family. All my uncles were preachers.
Momma was trying to become one too, but if you ask me, it was never
going to happen. She had the tendency to make things up, like the time a
bus she was waiting for rolled over some old man. The news stations were
there, and she forced herself in front of one of the news cameras.
"The bus crept up on that poor old man like one of them tigers in one
of those documentaries," she started. She had that gurgle in her throat that
preachers have.
"The thing swerved around two cars and hit the man." She drew in a
whole lotta air, flailing her arms.
"I'm not playin'! The damn driver put the bus in some kind of reverse
mode and backed over that old mo'fucker till he was dead!"
By the time she was finished, sweat was flowing down her face. So of
course I was weary about the reason why church was so important. I think
she just wanted to show off in front of all the church folks who were
watching. And for someone so interested in God, she sure did know how to
cuss up a storm.
I had a hard time believing in the stuff Momma told me about God. I
remember the time she sat on the edge of my bed drinking that pink wine
out of a glass. She'd tucked me in and was rambling on about the reason
why we stayed away from our cousin Denny. She told me how God got mad
and destroyed two cities because the townsmen were trying to gang rape
some gorgeous male angels.
"Baby, Lot came out of the house and pleaded with them men to back
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off. Then he offered them his daughters." She took a big gulp of the pink
wine and leaned into me. Her breath was potent. I clipped my nose. "Those
men weren't interested in them women. They wanted the beautiful mo'fuckin' male angels."
"Momma, what does that have to do with cousin Denny?"
She slapped me on the forehead, took another gulp, pointed her finger
at me, and said, "Girl, he was there that day. He was one of them men who
helped turn that poor woman to stone. Can you imagine us livin' in that
same town? We have beautiful men over the house all the time. He would've
held us hostage to get to the beautiful mo'fuckin' men." I shook my head.
Momma was crazy.
We went to a large church on the South Side of Chicago. It was a massive
brick structure that towered into the sky. In the center of the busy intersection, the church's spires loomed on the horizon. The trek down there was
excruciating. I was stuffed in the small Plymouth Breeze with my twin
brothers. They were talking in their secret language, all fast and stuff, turning,
staring at me for a few minutes, then going back to laughing like hyenas.
"Will you guys stop?" I said.
Daddy was driving the car, and I heard his voice shoot into the backseat.
"Ilona!" he said. He had a low, monotone voice, which made me want
to jump from the car and run like hell. I hated that voice. It gave me an icky
feeling like bugs crawling underneath my skin, and there was no emotion
behind his voice.
Momma didn't say a thing. She stared straight ahead out the window,
clasping her leather-bound Bible with glazed-over eyes, smiling.
Daddy pulled into the parking lot of the church. The lot was packed and
people trickled out of their cars in packs. Women's dresses danced in the air;
children ran around chasing each other. Men in lavish-colored suits shook
hands, clutching Bibles. I crossed my arms tightly over my chest and pouted.
I'm not getting outta this car and there's nothing that any of you can do
about it, ya hear? If only I'd had the courage to open my mouth and say it
to their faces.
Daddy pulled into a parking space, and we sat in the car for fifteen minutes. The windows were rolled up. The sun spilled in, frying us. Get me
outta here!
"OK, guys. Let's pray before we go in," he said.
I hit hard against the seat. A mouthful of air exploded from my mouth.
Pray? In this heat? God, I wish I were in Mexico with Mimi and Lana.
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Momma peeked around the side of the seat at me. No, she didn't look
at my hyena twin brothers. She was looking straight at me, burrowing her
eyes into my soul. She smiled.
"Will y'all shut up!" I said to my brothers. "GOD!"
Mamma's smile faded.
"Watch that mouth, girl! Ilona, look at me ..." Her eyes roamed my
body. "You look pretty in that dress."
I slowly rolled my eyes.
"Come on, let's pray," Daddy said.
"Stop rollin' them eyes, girl! Look at me!" Momma said. "Your locks
look pretty, too. Aren't you glad I didn't let you go on that trip? What
church would you have gone to?"
Oh, don't remind me. The last time I tweeted Mimi and Lana, they were
sipping virgin strawberry daiquiris on the beach. Momma, I hate you, and
I'm not goin' to no church!
Daddy turned to us in his seat. Momma grabbed his hand, Daddy
grabbed Jermaine's hand, Jermaine grabbed German's hand, and Germon
reached out to me. I peered out the window. My arms were still crossed over
my chest.
"Ilona, pay attention," said Germon. He glanced at Jermaine. Their fat
cheeks scrunched into a smile, and they laughed up a storm.
"Will you two quit it with that mo'fuckin' laughing!" I said, banging the seat.
I slapped my hands over my mouth. I said it. I stood up. It just slipped
out. Yeah, Momma, take that!
Silence drifted through the car. With bulging eyes, I stared at Momma.
Her and Daddy stared back frozen. I can't believe it. They don't know what
to do. I'm a real woman now. The twins were silent. Their mouths dangled
open. Then Germon broke the silence.
"Dang, you just cussed. Momma, did you hear her? She cussed."
Momma squinted at me, and Daddy put his hand against Mamma's chest
in order to stop her from actin' a fool.
I sat with my hand clasped over my mouth. My heart raced. The twins
were laughing. Momma was grinding her teeth. Then she started reciting
scripture. She always recited scripture when she was angry.
"I hate church, Momma," I said.
I slapped my hands over my mouth again. I gauged their reaction,
darting my eyes from Daddy to Momma. Momma slowly closed her eyes. I
reached for the door handle and pushed, but it didn't open. I forced my
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body against it, pounding the window, trying to pry open the lock with my
little fingers. Oh my God. What did I just do? The door won't open. I turned
to Momma and said, "I take it all back. Momma, I take it all back. I didn't
mean it!"
Damn! Daddy had the safety lock on. I beat my forehead with my palm.
STUPID! STUPID! STUPID! STUPID!
With her fingers, Momma popped the lock. She climbed out of the car
and left the door hanging open. I scooted away from the open door, my back
pressed against German's side. She was about to act a fool in front of the
entire church.
"Open the door, Dex," Momma said.
"Wait a minute, Freda." Daddy said.
"Open this damn door, Dex!"
Momma pulled on the back door handle. I watched with horror. Get out
of there. Get out now, Ilona! I crawled over my brothers' laps toward the
opposite door, kicking and gasping.
"Move. Move!" I said.
"Stop it, Ilona!" the twins said in unison.
"Daddy, Ilona's trying to escape. Momma, get her," said Jermaine.
"Freda, calm down," said Daddy.
He grazed his hand over his bald head, sighing. Then he jimmied the
lock with his fingers, nudged open the door, and leapt out onto the concrete.
"Freda, will you stop?" he said.
Momma pounded on the window. "This girl needs to get beat. Dex, get
yo' child before I get to her first." She tugged on the door handle. "Dex,
open this door now!"
The hot sun had gotten to her. She stopped tugging and turned her back
to the car and started to pray rapidly, burying her face in her palm. I beat
on the door, gazing up at Daddy through the window.
"Daddy! Daddy!" I said, "Daddy, open the door. Get me out of here!
GET ME OUT OF HERE!" I heard Mamma's loud praying. It made the hair
on my neck stiff.
"Ilona, get off of me," said Jermaine. He slapped me on the arm as
Germon slapped me on the leg. I squirmed in their laps, hitting Jermaine in
the chest and kicking Germon in the legs.
"Stop-stop-stop!" I said.
I kicked my feet and screamed at the top of my lungs. The twins
screamed in unison. It was chaos. Daddy reached in and hit the button to
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unlock the doors. He jerked open the back door, grabbed onto my arms,
and pulled me out in one swoop. With his hand, he slapped me on the ass.
It stung like hell. I bounced in the air and tried to run with his one hand
cradling my ass, but Daddy gripped my arm. I jerked back, and he slapped
me on the ass again. Tears poured from my eyes.
"Daddy stop! STOP."
He slapped me again and again while shouting, "STOP-ACTING-UPIN-FRONT-OF-ALL-THESE-DAMN-PEOPLE!"
There was a slap with each word. People cruised by and stared hard
with bulging eyes. Passing cars slowed and windows slid down. Heads
popped out.
"Mind your own damn business!" I said.
They were nosy as hell. Daddy didn't care. The twins snickered. And
Momma? Well, let's just say that when I grow up, and when she gets old,
I'm putting her in an old folks' home.
Momma appeared by Daddy's side. She grabbed my arm and pushed
him aside.
"Dex, get them boys in that church," she said.
Daddy backed off without a word, and I sobbed, struggling to breathe.
Ilona, stop crying. You're a woman.
Momma slammed me in the ass, and she did it with all her might. Her
hand hit so hard, it felt like metal. I glared back at the twins through blurred
eyes. Daddy pulled them out of the car. They laughed harder.
"Stop it, you guys," I said between cries, choking on my tears. Snot
rolled from my nose. Momma snapped her neck to Jermaine and Germon
and said, "Y'all shut the hell up or you'll be next!"
The twins stopped laughing in an instant. Their faces drooped with
frowns. I stood in the middle of the parking lot, wearing a hot pink dress
with hot pink stockings and pink Mary Janes while being humiliated on so
many levels. This was the end of the world. When I grew up, I was definitely
putting both of them in a home.
Momma slapped me again. A hoarse yell tumbled out of my mouth:
"Momma, stop it."
"You gonna go in that church and act like you got some sense, ya hear?"
I nodded, trying to form words into coherent sentences. I was choked
up. She hit me again.
"YOU-BETTA'-OPEN-YO' -MOUTH-GIRL!"
Now there were groups of people stationed in a semicircle around us.
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"Yes," I said, gasping.
"Yes what?"
"Yes, ma'am!"
Momma backed away from me.
"You ready to behave, Ilona?" asked Daddy.
He reached out for my hand. I slowly nodded, struggling to breathe
through all the tears. Daddy slammed the door with the side of his ass.
"Come on, boys," he said.
Momma pointed her finger in my face. "I betta not hear a peep outta
you in there. Now, dry them tears." She grabbed my other arm.
"YES! Preach it, pastor!"
Momma clapped her hands like she was playing the cymbals, and she
stomped her foot on the floor to the beat of the band. Her face was slicked
with sweat. We sat in the front of the church, inches from the altar. I sat at
the end of the pew next to the aisle. Momma clapped harder, thrusting her
arm in the air. She waved it and stomped both feet. The pew quivered from
all the movement.
"That's right!" Momma launched to her feet. Why wasn't I having that
much fun? I still felt the sting of an ass whooping creep through my body.
Mimi and Lana were having fun. I bet their mommas weren't dictating what
"fun" was.
I leaned forward to see what Daddy and the twins were doing on the
other side of Momma. Daddy was drifting off to sleep. His head dangled
over his left shoulder, and he slowly slid over to the twins but kept catching
himself and waking up. The twins clicked away on their cell phones.
I looked back at Momma. Tears welled in my eyes. Then I slammed my
back against the pew and knotted my lips, crossing my arms. Momma was
crazy: She always had her eye on me but never ever cared about Daddy and
the twins. This must have been some sort of conspiracy. She beat the hell out
of me in front of all the church folks and forced me to wear an ugly hot pink
dress she found in the back of the closet with matching Mary Janes. Mimi
and Lana, I hate you! I know I'd be happy right now if I were in Mexico. A
conspiracy, Momma! Ya hear me?
By the time the reverend stopped preaching, my dress was all wrinkled
from sitting down. The choir began to sing, and all the people in the church
stood in droves. I turned around and watched them, got up on my knees,
and they hurt from the hardness of the pew. The pews went on for miles.
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The church was huge and bright orange. Light billowed in through the
green and blue windows with those holy people from the Bible plastered all
over them.
Momma grabbed me by the arm. "Stand up, girl," she said.
I looked over at Daddy and the twins: Daddy was asleep and the twins
were giggling. Why weren't they standing? All the people in the church were
clapping. The music was blasting. I clasped my hands over my ears and
Momma pulled them off. An old lady moved from the pew across from me
and started dancing in the aisle. She wore a big, round, purple straw hat. A
bouquet of flowers sat in the middle of the hat, and she had on a red dress
with matching panty hose and shoes. She screamed, shaking her body and
trembling. Her eyes closed, and tears streamed down her fat cheeks.
I gazed up at Momma, and she was swaying and fanning herself, humming to the choir. I peered past the old woman in the aisle to the towering
church doors. If I run fast, I can make it out to the parking lot. I can run
home. I know the way.
Momma hurried into the aisle and joined the old lady. She danced and
trembled. Her hand waved in the air. She shouted in some strange gibberish. She
fell back toward the floor. A man rushed to her and caught her in his arms.
"Thank you, Jesus! THANK YOU!" she said over and over.
I eyed the doors again. Now was the time. Run, Ilona, run! I bolted into
the aisle, swerved around Momma and the old lady toward the towering
doors. Not looking back, I put my arms out and pushed through the doors.
They burst open, and I rushed down two flights of stairs. The towering doors
slammed shut behind me. Their echo drifted into the parking lot. I ran fast.
I fled into the parking lot packed with cars. The warm sun beat the hell
out of my black skin. I ran for my life. My skinny legs tensed and pumped.
The humid air choked me. Sweat pumped from my pores.
When I got to the edge of the parking lot I was out of breath. Drained.
I stopped to catch my breath. The street was ahead of me past a grassy
patch of land. Cars flashed by.
Mamma's voice rang out behind me. I peered over my shoulder.
Momma hustled through the parking lot. Daddy and the twins lagged
behind.
"Ilona! Ilona! Baby, get back here now!"
Her voice was but a whisper to me now. I shook my head.
I shouted back, "No, Momma! I hate this place! I hate you! I should be
with Mimi and Lana on the beach!"
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I vaulted onto the grassy patch of land and stumbled as I landed on my
feet, falling on my side.
"Girl, get back here!" Momma said.
The street was inches ahead of me. I jumped to my feet, brushing pieces
of grass off my dress and knees.
After looking both ways, I ran for my life. Mamma's voice grew distant.
I turned back to see how far she was from me. I'm doing it. I'm rebelling.
"Ilona! Get yo' ass back here now!"
Momma looked like a small action figure from where I was. The
church's spires towered above her. She was running, and waving her hands
in the air. Daddy and the twins were rushing down the stairs. I drew in a
deep breath and exhaled, laughing aloud, smiling.
Out of nowhere, a horn honked. I flinched. Metal crashed against my
shoulder. The sheer force jerked my head to the left. In the air now, wind funneled around my entire body, and my head jerked to the right. I slammed to
the hot concrete, rolling. Pieces of rocks and glass punctured my skin. I rolled,
flopping against the concrete. When I came to a stop, I was on top of my arm.
My right leg was bent. White bone poked through the side of my thigh. White,
jagged bone and dangling strings of flesh. Thick, dark red blood spilled onto
the concrete. The entire left side of my head throbbed with pain.
Momma hollered, "My baby!"
The twins sobbed. Daddy was in shock.
Tires squeaked against concrete. My eyes blurred. I got tired. Weak. My
head hurt. Body ached. The heat from the concrete fried my backside.
Traffic zoomed behind me. More cars came to a screeching stop.
"Is she hurt?" I heard voices say.
"My baby!"
I inhaled deeply. Darkness came.
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The Legend of Stagger Lee
Justin C. Harris

Boom, boom, boom, boom.
Went the .44
Well, when I spied Billy DeLyon
He's lyin' down on the floor
That bad man ... oh cruel Stagolee ...
Gentlemens of the jury
What you think of that?
Stagolee killed Billy
'Bout a five-dollar Stetson hat!
Oh that bad man ... that cruel Stagolee ...
I HEARS THEM ALL THE TIME. THE LIARS SINGING 'BOUT THE FALL OF STAGOLEE.
Gettin' rich off they lies. This one kinda catchy. I likes the blues, but he still
got the story wrong. In the ghetto of St. Louis, Stagolee was a hero. Billy
Lyons-don't none of the songs get his name right-was a fast talkin'
swindler. Didn't nobody mourn him but his momma and his rich
Republican buddies. But here is all these songs paintin' him a martyr. But
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everyone who'd known him knows Billy was as crooked as they come.
Coon singers like Mississippi Hurt make me sick. Sellin' they lies to the
white man. Dancin' all over my brother's name. That's right, my baby
brother was the man they call Stagger Lee. I ain't gonna lie. My brother
weren't no saint; he did the Devil's work as plain as day. But he was still a
good man. My name is Jonah Shelton, but ev'ryone 'round here calls me
Shell. Stagg used to call me J.J. on account of J was the only letter he could
read or write in my name. He was the only person I ever let call me that.
Even my wife calls me Shelly. But this here ain't my story. I'm here to tell the
tale of the mighty Stagger Lee.
It all begins down in Texas on the Jeremiah Shelton plantation. My
daddy's name was Lewis and he was a slave. Master Shelton was a fair
enough master. He had been childhood friends with my daddy. When the
master's daddy had found out that his son played yard games with a Negro,
he beat my daddy cripple as a boy. Master Shelton felt guilty, as he was just
a boy and hadn't been taught to hate Negroes proper. He secretly taught my
daddy to write. When his daddy died, and he became master, he let my
daddy be preacher for the Negro church. Master thought that maybe if we
learned about the Bible we'd be better slaves. Daddy wasn't allowed to read
from the book in front of the church, though. He had to '"member his
preachin" and say it to us. If anyone asked where he learned it, he say the
master taught him all about Jesus. This worked even better for the master
because not only were the slaves learning the rules of Christians, but they
had him to thank for it. The slaves and the master was almost friendly, but
we always was careful to mind him and not be fresh. The master only punished mistakes in work and bad manners.
My daddy was best friends with Big Stag. Big Stag was the strongest,
hardest working slave in the fields. He was also the friendliest. He played the
fiddle in church. Life on Shelton Plantation was as good as it got for a slave.
The master left us alone as long as we behaved. So we was good slaves and
did as we pleased. I was seven in 1863 when everything changed.
The war was over and ol' Abe had ordered all the slave owners to let the
Negroes go free. We slaves only heard about it in whispers. We shared our
watering hole with the neighboring plantations. We kids called it the Gossip
Hole, 'cause it was where the grown folks met to talk about stuff we children
weren't s'posed to hear. At first no one believed it. It sounded as fantastical as
the story of Moses in the Bible. But months went on and the stories kept
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comin'. Eventually the slaves decided at church that my daddy should go ask
the master about lettin' us go. Big Stag said he'd go with him to calm the
master down in case he got angry; they was the master's two favorite slaves,
after all. They was the only ones he ever let eat in the house, and some days
he'd even let them drink his lemonade if they'd worked hard enough.
So after supper they walked up to the house to talk to the master. Stag's
wife, Sissy, came over to our house and helped Momma and me peel potatoes. Sissy was fixin' to have a baby so she couldn't do much work without
getting tired, but she was great company. She had a kinda laugh that would
make you laugh even if you felt like cryin'. It started to get dark and we still
didn't see nobody coming down the trail from the house. I could tell
Momma was gettin' worried; she stared out the window and wasn't lookin'
at what she was doing with her hands. She tossed half-peeled taters into the
bucket and I'd have to fish them out and finish them for her.
'Round midnight we saw torches coming from the house. I didn't know how
to count right proper, but I could tell that there were far too many torches.
Something was wrong, and my mother's last words to me told me I was right.
"You two get under the bed, now!" she said in a strange, deep voice I'd
never heard her use before. "Sissy, take care of my boy." Her eyes were
welled with tears. I started to object, to ask her where she was going. "Hush
and do as you're told. The bed, now!" she said sternly. I began to cry and
she kissed me on the forehead. "Everything will be all right, baby, just get
under the bed and be quiet."
I obeyed and helped Miss Sissy under first, then climbed under myself.
A few seconds later three white men kicked down the door. They didn't ask
no questions. One of them moved forward and from the sound of it, hit
Momma across the face with the flame from the torch. She screamed and
fell out of her chair. I started to cry out, but Sissy held down on my jaw. The
men began to drag Momma out the door. As her eyes met mine under the
bed, I think she mouthed I love you, but my eyes were blurred with tears.
They left the door open and the bed was close enough to the door that I
could see where they took her: They tied her up to the apple tree out front.
Her and Daddy were tied with their chests on the tree, with their heads
facing each other, inches apart. I could see my daddy whispering things to
her and she was crying so hard that her blouse was half soaked.
Then the master stepped forward. He raised his shotgun in the air and
fired twice. It was the first time I'd ever heard a gun and it scared the crying
right outta me. Negroes started emerging from their shacks. The master
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spoke to them.
"This uppity nigger asked me to let you all go free jes' now. Now I know
none of you good niggers would have had anything to do with this, would
you?" he screamed to the crowd. There were a few "No Massuh"s from the
crowd. I suddenly hated them all.
"Well, just in case, I thought I'd let you see what happens to niggers who
start dreamin' 'bout freedom." He removed his silver-handled bullwhip
from his belt loop and threw it hard at a kneeling figure. It struck him on
his bloodied face, and I realized it was a battered and bruised Big Stag. Stag
stared at the whip and pretended not to understand. The master bent over
and bashed Stag in the back with the butt of his shotgun; Stag yelped but
did not move. The master stabbed the barrel into the back of Stag's head and
told him if didn't do it, his son would be born an orphan. Sissy let out a
frightened gasp and squeezed my arm just a little. Stag must've heard her
because he turned a little toward her but did not look at us. He didn't want
to give away our hiding spot.
Slowly, he got to his feet. He towered over the master by a good foot
and a half, so the master had to stretch to keep the gun at Stag's head.
Stag raised the whip and let it fall; first upon my daddy, then my momma.
He whipped them over and over, but still the master didn't lower his gun.
Momma wasn't standing no more but was held up by the chains. Stag's shoulders were heaving, and I could tell he was sobbing hysterically. Each time he
hit 'em, he'd wince at the sound of the whip, like someone was standing
behind him and whippin' him at the same time. My daddy let out a holler that
didn't seem to come from him. It was so loud that it seemed to echo inside my
ears. It was painful at first, but then his voice got real deep and steady.
"Fear not, for I am with you-" he began.
"Shut up, nigger!" Master Shelton spat. He snatched the whip from the
sobbing Big Stag, who had once stood tall and strong. He whipped my daddy
again, but he didn't stop talking.
"Do not be dismayed. I am your God-"
"I said shut up, nigger!" the master's face was red now. He whipped him
twice. Still, Daddy's words came. He seemed almost not to notice the whips.
He spoke on, as if he had planned the breaks the whip made. It was like he
was preachin' to hisself.
"I will strengthen you-" crack!
"I will help you-" crack!
"I will uphold you with-" crack!
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"My ... victorious ... right-" boom!
Once again the sound of the shotgun stole my breath. The master stood
with the gun at my daddy's back. Daddy was slumped on Mamma's
shoulder and smoke was comin' up from his back. His eyes was still open
and they seemed to look at me, but they wasn't focused on nothing. I was
only seven, but I could tell they was gone. I wish to this day he had closed
his eyes. The master nodded to his son, Chester. He was older than me but
still a boy. He walked forward holding a bucket of oil. He threw it at the
tree. With a wicked smile I'll never forget, he took one of the torches the
men was holding and threw it down on the ground by the tree. All the men
began to walk away, 'cept Shelton and Chester.
"God don't want nothin' to do with you. Any of you. There won't be
no more church for you niggers. God only listens to this." He pointed to the
back of his hand and then to his son's face. "Get back in yo huts before I
burn 'em down, too. Don't nobody touch these bodies 'til I says so."
He and Chester started up the hill to the big house. The flames lit up the
blood-soaked ground, and the night burned red.
Big Stag crawled back to the cabin. I noticed his leg was bleeding-they
must've cut him so he couldn't run. I hadn't realized I had crawled out from
under the bed. I was kneelin' in the doorway crying. I wanted to run to the
tree, but I couldn't make it no further than the door. Big Stag got there and
he hugged me. He was cryin' too.
"Yo Daddy was the best man I ever known. I'm sorry, son. This is the
life we slaves got. We ain't in control of us. When we forgets that, the master
shows us who's in charge. As long as the master livin', ain't nothin' never
gonna change. We was foolish to be thinkin' 'bout freedom. I'm sorry you
lost yo daddy. I lost mine when I was yo age and yo daddy took care of me.
I'm a take care of you now. You my boy now, just as much as the baby Sissy
got there. I'ma take care of all this."
Later, as I cried myself to sleep, my heart called out to the night. I can't
say I prayed, exactly. I didn't know the words to describe what my heart
was feelin'. In the present, I'd say they was revenge or justice. But I was only
a boy then, and all I knew was my pain and the wantin' to give it back.
I started to drift off but woke up when I heard movement. Stag was
limpin' outta the cabin. I waited a minute or two and then followed him.
He was wadin' in the Gossip Hole, washin' his wounds and screamin' at the
sky. I hid in the bushes a few feet away.
"Why!? Why you do this, Lord? What that boy done to deserve this? I
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knows we is slaves, God, but we is people too. We deserve vengeance. The
boy deserves vengeance! Why won't you answer me, Lord!?" He dropped
his head into his hands and began to sob. I didn't know what vengeance
was, but it seemed to have to do with my folks and Stag wanted it bad.
Suddenly I wanted it bad, too.
"He can't hear you, boy," a raspy voice cackled from the darkness ahead
of Big Stag. Big Stag was startled and backed away from the mysterious voice.
There was a red glow followed by smoke rising into the night sky. I realized
there was a man leanin' in the shade of a tree smokin' a cigarette. He was
almost invisible, save the blood red ember of his cigarette. "He don't listen to
no cries for vengeance no more. I, on the other hand, I is always listening."
The man stepped from under the tree he'd been leaning on. The moonlight
seemed to reflect off his perfect white suit. He was unbelievably old and tall. I
couldn't tell if he was a white man or a Negro, but he dressed like a white man.
Sounded like one, too, but his accent was strange. I shivered, 'cause Stag was
dead if the master had sent him. His skin was peelin' and wrinkled. He had a
wicked grin on his face. When he smiled his face became hideous.
He had straight, oily, silver hair down to his nose, and his pearl white
hat hid most of his face from view. What I could see of his face appeared
gray and skull-like in the full moonlight, but he definitely weren't no
skeleton. He must've been the oldest man I ever saw. But something was
wrong. It took me a tick, but I figured it almost right away: He was strong
and sturdy. He looked old as death, but stood sturdy as a rock. No shivers,
no wheezing-even Big Stag was swaying from a strong wind, but this man
didn't move. He was perfectly still, save for the arm moving the cigarette to
his peeling lips. He never lifted his eyes from under the brim of his hat. My
stomach was twisted 'cause I got the feelin' there weren't nothing in them
eye holes. They seemed to glow a color very different from the cold moonlight, and I hoped I wouldn't find out if I was right.
"I'm sorry, massuh. I didn't sees you there. Please forgive my talkin'-"
"You ain't gotta worry, nigger. I ain't no plantation owner. Though you
could say I'm a slave owner myself. Just of a different sort." His talk
reminded me of the Cajun boys that came 'round once a month to fix horseshoes, but his was different. I'd never met a rich Cajun, but I figured that's
what one would sound like. Every time he spoke my back got chills. It
wasn't like no normal chill, neither. It felt like all the warmth had been
drained outta my body.
"What kinda slaves you own, if ya don't mind me askin', sub?"
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"All my slaves serve me in death, Stag," he said plainly. He was grinning,
but there was no hint of a joke in his voice.
"Is you the Devil?" Stag began to back away again.
"That's such a harsh word. Let's just say I'm a businessman-a collector
of souls, if you will. I heard of an opportunity to collect, so here I am. I
heard you ask for vengeance, and I'm here to give it to you," the Devil said.
"I s'pose I'd have to sell you my soul?" Stag half laughed.
"No, no, no. See, you're much too old, and now you're all beat up. You'd
never be able to carry out the deed. Now your son on the other hand ..."
"You can't have my son, devil!" Stag was firm. He hadn't believed this man
was the Devil 'til now. How could he have known about Sissy being pregnant?
"Listen, Stag. Times is changing. In a few years, an army'll come tell
Shelton to let y'all niggers go. But he won't do that. He'd rather see you all
burn than be set free, and he'll do just that. Your son won't see the age of ten."
"You is lyin'. You the Devil, after all. Why should I believe you?"
'"Cause once I make a promise in writing, not even I can go back on it.
I'll make you a deal: you sell me your son's soul, and not only will you have
your vengeance, but I promise he'll live forever."
"As the Devil's servant? I won't do it. Not even for Lewis."
"Then he will die. You all will die. Sissy, Jonah, all your friends and
family will burn. Is that what you want?"
"No ... but I can't sell you my son." The Devil's eyes widened. He was
thinkin' over Stag. He seemed amazed that a slave could have this much
spirit, enough spirit to defy the Devil himself. I was amazed, too. I wished I
was as strong as Stag; I would've sold anybody's soul to have my folks back
right then.
"Hmm, stubborn nigger ... OK, I'll make you a deal you can't refuse.
You can't be saved. You defied yo' master and his pride is hurt. Shelton is
gonna kill you no matter what. Not just yet-he still needs you in the
fields-but he gonna kill you, sure as the night. So how 'bout this? Your
soul will be mine, and so will half of your son's. When the time comes, he'll
have a choice. If he chooses not to follow me, then he will die like the rest
of you. But if he becomes my champion, then I promise that no man shall
ever kill him. In turn, he may just save the rest of the slaves, including your
pretty wife. Now does that sound too bad?"
Stag seemed to think about it for a long time. He shook his head finally
and nodded. "I'll do it." The Devil conjured a quill and some paper. Words
appeared on the page and a line at the bottom. He stabbed the quill into
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Stag's bleeding leg and handed the quill to him. Stag winced from the stab,
but understood what he had to do. He couldn't write his name, but he knew
what stag meant, so he drew a circle with two dots for eyes and antlers
coming from each side. The Devil seemed satisfied and tucked the page into
his coat pocket. When he spoke again, it wasn't with the same voice. It was
deeper, and his Cajun accent was gone. He had an accent I ain't never heard
before. It was real proper, like British, but sounded much older.
"When the time is right, I will visit your son here. You will not be alive
when I visit him. You will have eight years to raise your son. Be grateful; you
know your own fate. That knowledge is something most people wish for
their entire lives. Teach him whatever you wish to pass on to him. When the
time comes, I will offer him the chance to be immortal. Go back to your
cabin now, Stag. You have done well. Oh, and take the boy with you."
At his last words he turned to the bushes where I was hiding. As if he
had sensed my fear of seeing his eyes, he raised his head to reveal them. I
had been afraid to see empty sockets, but to this day I wished it had been
that. I don't know what you'd call what he had for eyes. They reminded me
of rat eyes; they was all red. They had burned away the skin around them,
and there was bugs crawling all over them. There was no light in them, but
they was shinin' brighter than the moon. If I had been afraid before it was
nothing compared to the feeling his eyes burned into me. I could feel them
inside me. I knew right then that he could see my thoughts. Then his voice
came again, not the Cajun one, but the ancient-sounding one, the voice that
buzzed with something evil. "You will tell no one of this night."
Instantly I felt myself agree and I knew it was more than a command. I
saw Big Stag react and realized that he had heard the voice too, though we
both knew the man had not moved. We both knew that we had heard a
voice that had never touched the air.
After that, he simply disappeared. All that remained was his dazzling
white Stetson hat. The hat was floatin' in the air, right where it had been on
the Devil's head. I blinked and it was on Stag's head. He looked at me with
eyes I'd never seen before. I swear to this day, there was fire in his eyes.
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Southern Hospitality
Joshua Baker

IT WAS ALWAYS BUSY THOSE DAYS. FOLKS CAME IN EVERY NIGHT TO DRINK SOME

beers, play some pool, or listen to the jukebox that only played good
country. The tiny place was always packed with toughs. The handful of
tables we had would be piled high with bottles and trash, and smoke would
fill the place, makin' the already dim light dimmer. You could hardly hear
yourself think most nights, with the clack of the pool balls, the yells and
laughs of the boys in the bar, the southern drawl of the country singer
croonin' from the jukebox. I didn't mind it though, not one bit. Busy was
good. It kept things excitin', too. Made my life a bit more worth livin'. But
I'll tell ya: there ain't been a night before or since that was as exciting as the
day a smooth-talking stranger from up North walked into my bar.
I watched the stranger come in, and I knew as soon as I saw him that there
would be trouble. With his crisp suit, waxy briefcase, and smug grin, the guy
was askin' for it. You don't walk into a dive like this lookin' like that. My
boys were gonna set on him, and quick. The young fool had just stepped into
the lion's den, and by the look on his face, he had no damn idea.
The stranger didn't seem to notice the stares he got as he walked
through the smoke, squeezed past the tables, and strolled up to my bar. And
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he didn't seem to notice the look I gave him as he sat on a squeaky stool in
front of me and ordered a beer. He put his briefcase down on the floor by
his feet, and fixed me with the calmest damn smile, just waitin' for his drink.
By then, everyone in the place was lookin' our way. Every leather-wearin'
biker and flannel-wearin' redneck and loudmouthed big-armed sonuvabitch
was starin' at this boy in shock, and that shock turned quick to anger. I
knew it then. Someone was gonna sock this fella right between his pretty
blue eyes.
Sure enough, ol' Davey Walsh, one of my regulars, came saunterin' over
after a moment or so, as proud and big and sure of himself as a mountain
grizzly. He stopped barely two feet from the boy, starin' at him mean,
lookin' him up and down once or twice. Then he said, "Where you from,
stranger?" and the whole damn place shut up. The silence almost hurt your
ears. The stranger blinked, turnin' on his stool with a squeak that echoed
throughout the place, and looked at Davey like he couldn't understand the
question.
"From?" he answered, and it was like from that one word we could all
tell he was a Yankee (and a city boy, at that). Knuckles started crackin' and
tempers started risin'. Things kept lookin' worse and worse for this fella.
"Well I'm from New York City, mister, born and raised. Though I can't say
I've seen the city in damn near six years."
Well, that wasn't quite the answer Davey was lookin' for, and he weren't
too happy with it. "I meant how'd you end up here, boy. You ain't gettin'
smart with me, is yeh?" He walked up even closer, right up to the stranger,
and most of the bar followed suit, movin' to surround the fella, squeezin'
close in on all sides.
The stranger raised his hands, and a shocked look came on his face. "Oh
no, sir, I can assure you, I'm not getting smart with anyone, an upstanding
man such as yourself least of all," he answered quickly. "I just didn't understand your eloquently worded question. I ended up here in this pleasant
little piece of paradise on business. I should be leaving tomorrow morning,
I regret to say. I only just figured I'd pick up a bit of drink before I tucked
in for the night." I had to hide a smile. The boy could damn sure talk, I had
to give him that.
Davey eyed the fella for a long moment. "Business, huh?" He pointed to
the floor, at the stranger's briefcase, with one dirty finger. "What d'you do,
then? What's in the case?" The stranger just grinned, lookin' from Davey to
all the other toughs who had closed in on him. I leaned in myself, and the
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rest of the bar did too, the crowd packed in around this fella nice and tight.
We just had to hear this one.
"Why sir, I'm glad you asked! I daresay it'd be a waste of air to inquire
as to whether or not you fine gentleman have heard of the legendary Hank
Williams?"
Davey scoffed, and so did most of the other fellas around him. "Any
self-respectin' southern man's heard of Hank Williams, boy."
The stranger's smile grew, and he chuckled all friendly before he went
on. "Of course you have, sir, of course you have! A question such as that
could only be rhetorical. Well, sirs, I am George Harper, and it just so happens that in this case is a notebook, and in this notebook are the verses to
the first song the fine Mr. Williams ever penned. It saddens me to say that
he never did record it, for his own, private reasons." The stranger, George,
hung his head, and for a moment, he really did look sad for the song that
was never sung. Davey just laughed loudly, and even I chuckled.
"Ain't no way you've got a song Hank Williams himself wrote in there,
George." He spat out the boy's name in his best mocking northern accent.
"His first ever song least of all. Open it up and prove it."
George's look turned horrified, and he bent down to snatch up the briefcase from the floor, holding it tight to his chest. "Not possible, gentlemen.
There's just no way! This case keeps the papers inside fresh and undamaged
until they can get to the Mississippi Museum of Musical History one state
over, which is where I'm carrying these documents presently. If I were to
open this case, there's no telling what kind of damage could be caused!
Humidity in the air, a stray drop of spit or sweat! These could be extremely
damaging. I wouldn't want to be responsible for losing perhaps the most
important piece of country music's history. Would you gentlemen?"
Davey looked a bit taken aback, and so did the rest of my boys. After a
few seconds, they all shook their heads, glancing around to make sure
everyone else was doing the same. I just rolled my eyes, bein' quick
reminded how dumb the folks that come to my bar can be. Dumb as damn
posts. George just nodded, placing the briefcase back down on the floor.
Now more curious than angry, Davey leaned in and fixed the boy with
a questionin' look. "How'd you get a thing like that, then, George?"
The boy started to answer, but then stopped and cleared his throat. "I'd
love to say, sir, but it's quite a story, and my throat's gotten quite dry. If I
had the money for another drink, I'd tell the whole thing, but I've spent
more than I should on just this beer. I can't afford to spend much more."
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One of the fellas in the crowd, a biker who went by Jimmy Flats, fished a
couple of singles from his leather vest and slapped them on the bar, givin'
me a nod. I was a bit surprised, but I was mostly amused, and besides,
money's money. So I reached under the bar into one of the coolers and
pulled out a fresh beer, poppin' the top off and handin' it to George. He
took it with a whisper of thanks, then drank three or four big, deep gulps.
The whole crowd, this big gang of tough guys, just watched this fella drink
his beer, waitin' patiently for him to finish. Pullin' the bottle away from his
lips with a sigh and a smile, George set the beer down and turned to Davey,
ready to continue the story.
"You see, after I left New York City those six years ago, I wandered this
beautiful country searching for my veritable calling in life. I had always
wanted to be a journalist for a prestigious newspaper, or maybe a luxurious
West Coast magazine, and I felt I had just the story to do it. I would travel
all across the USA, writing down the heartbreaking and uplifting tales of the
American people. The blue-collar stories of East Coast factory workers and
Midwest farmers and West Coast ... well, whatever it is those hippies on
the West Coast do." Quite a few of the boys chuckled in agreement. I rolled
my eyes again, but no one noticed. The stranger grinned at the crowd, then
went on. "Well, a story like that couldn't help but sell, I figured. I'd give it
to a magazine or newspaper and they'd pay me big. They'd release my story
as a multipart special, and then keep me on board as a full-time reporter.
Hell, maybe it'd even sell as a book, and I'd live fat off royalties for the rest
of my days." George shook his head, chucklin' softly and smilin' at the
naivete of his younger self. The boys, clearly wantin' to be part of the story,
laughed along with him. "But big plans like that are easier to dream than to
do, I'm afraid. After only two years of trying, I ran out of money and was
forced to move back in with my parents in upper New York."
"Now wait a minute!" Davey interrupted, no longer laughin'. "I thought
you said you ain't seen New York in six years!" The boys all grumbled their
agreement. George blinked, lookin' at Davey like the answer was obvious.
"Well, of course I went back. I only meant that the city I grew up in, the
New York I loved, was gone after I left. The New York I went back to wasn't
New York at all. What once was filled with fine, hardworking men like
yourselves had been filled with hippies and blacks and no-good Arabs trying
to make a quick buck.
Davey sat back, satisfied, and he nodded in sad understandin'.
"Happenin' all over," he agreed.
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"All over," cut in one from the crowd.
I couldn't help myself. I chuckled, amused as hell by this stranger who
knew how to say all the right things. Some of the crowd glanced my way,
but most ignored me, and even the ones that noticed didn't care. They were
still watchin' George, and I didn't say nothin' more on it. George himself
avoided lookin' my way at all, just finished the rest of his beer in one gulp,
puttin' the empty bottle down heavily. "It certainly is, and it's a horrible
shame. You just can't find a decent neighborhood anymore, you sure can't.
But I had to go back, I'm afraid. I had no choice.
"Once I was stuck back in New York, I started working for this small
magazine, running out of Hoboken. It was a horrendously unpopular piece
of work, and the pay left something to be desired. But I was grateful just to
have been blessed with a roof over my head and some money to spend, and
so I worked without complaint. Then one day, my boss said to me, 'Jerry,
you've got ...'"
This time a few of the crowd shouted in protest, and I thought for sure
the boy was caught. The stranger blinked again, confused. I spoke up to
him, if only to give him a hard time. "You said your name was George,
stranger. Now which is it? George or Jerry?"
George-Jerry laughed then, and he spread his hands out wide. He still
didn't look at me, not one peek. "Oh, I apologize for the confusion, gentlemen. Jerry Winfield was my pen name, and it's what my employers knew
me as. Certainly well-read and well-educated men such as yourselves have
heard of a pen name?" The boys all nodded, even the ones who I knew damn
well had never heard of a pen name. I scoffed, but hid it as a cough so no
one would notice. I was too amused by the stranger's story to ruin things
now. Apparently satisfied, George-Jerry started his story back up.
"As I was saying, my boss said to me, 'Jerry, you've got to head down
to Alabama. We've got a tip that there's a studio owner, a childhood friend
of Hank Williams, looking to give a tell-all story on this great, wonderful
pinnacle of international music."' Quite a few of the boys seemed happy
with this sort of description of ol' Hank, but if George-Jerry noticed, he
wasn't showin' it. "Naturally, I'm an extremely huge fan of Mr. Williams,
and so I jumped at the opportunity. I packed up some clothes and other
travelling supplies, threw them into the back of my trusty old Ford"-the
boys smiled at this, too-"and I drove myself down to Alabama, full of
wonder and curiosity. Little did I imagine the journey I would soon find
myself engaged in." George-Jerry cleared his throat, eyeing the empty beer
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bottle. "I don't suppose any of you fine folks has any more money to spare
for a thirsty story weaver?" Several of the boys fished in their pockets this
time, and enough money for quite a few beers was thrown onto the bar.
Again, I wasn't complainin' about makin' money, so I took the cash and
gave the fella another beer. George-Jerry smiled his gratitude at the crowd,
openin' the bottle.
The boys stared at him again, this time barely willin' to wait for him to
finish. In fact, before George-Jerry could even take a sip, Davey Walsh
cleared his throat an' spoke up. "Well, go on, what happened next?"
George-Jerry grinned, settin' the bottle down. "Of course, sir, of course.
The beer can wait. Now, as I was saying, there I was, young and full of
excitement, and on my way to hear personally the story of Hank Williams
himself. But when I got to the studio, I could tell something wasn't right. I
could ... smell it in the air, as they say."
Concerned mutterin' broke out in the crowd, and I could see the worried looks on their faces. The stranger eyed them all, drinkin' it in, lettin' the
suspense build before continuin' on.
"There was a man waiting for me in the gravel parking lot, in a black
suit and black sunglasses, leaning on a shiny black car. Quite the wealthy
looking gentleman. I got out of my truck and walked over to him, feeling a
twist in my gut. He slid off the car and marched over to me, stiff-like. A real
professional. He stuck his hand out, and I shook it with a halfhearted smile.
The man then proceeded to inform me that there would be a story, but it
wasn't as simple as I had been led to believe. That there was no long-time
friend of Hank Williams. That he was sorry for luring me there under false
pretenses, but the information he had was far too delicate to be simply told
over the phone."
George-Jerry paused here, and the boys leaned in, practically touching
the stranger they were so eager. I had to give the boy some credit. He wasn't
a damn half-bad storyteller.
"Now, I was as curious then as I imagine you inquisitive gentlemen are
currently. I demanded this yuppie tell me exactly what it was he was up to,
eager to know what could be so important. And tell me he did!" GeorgeJerry shouted this last part, and Davey, who was closest to him, jumped
back a step. The boy seemed not to notice and just went on speakin' in a
real quiet, mysterious whisper. "He told me that he was a lawyer, and represented Mr. Williams' estates, royalties, and fortunes. A real big shot. He
told me that a story of Hank Williams' early days would be quite the worthy
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tale, but that an extremely important deal had to be made first."
Davey spoke up, seemin' almost afraid to interrupt, his voice a whisper
quiet enough to match the stranger's. "What was the deal?"
George-Jerry eyed Davey very serious like, and spoke in a mysterious
tone. "Well, you see, there were some problems involving the death of good
old Hank, problems that could besmirch the man's good name. Now, Hank
Williams is an American icon, and a damn strong patriot." Several of the
boys nodded their agreement, and I nodded along, waitin' to hear more.
"And so, these problems could not be allowed to be made public, and had
to be resolved quickly and tactfully."
"What kind of problems?" Davey asked nervously.
George-Jerry looked down, avoidin' the gaze of the crowd, and I
thought he had finally run out of story to tell. I started to feel a bit disappointed at the sudden endin', but then the stranger looked up at Davey with
a face so sad, even I almost believed him.
"You see, I haven't been entirely honest with you fine people." Here I
got nervous, worried George-Jerry was about to confess how full of shit he
really was, and I'd have to call the sheriff in to pull these boys off of him.
And, I'll admit it, I was a bit sad to see the jig be up. The stranger was doin'
so damn well. The crowd didn't look angry, though, or betrayed. Not at this
point. They believed this boy fully, and saw him as one of their own, a redblooded American who couldn't help that he was born in a shithole like
New York. No, they weren't angry. They were concerned. Davey Walsh
actually put a hand on the boy's shoulder, worry painted all over his tough,
scarred face.
"What is it, George? What's the matter? You can tell us, can't ya?"
George-Jerry eyed Davey for a good long time, tears startin' to fill his
eyes. I started to wonder if maybe he was tellin' the truth after all. If he
wasn't, if he was actin', he was goddamn great at it. After what seemed like
too damn long, the stranger spoke.
"I can, my friend. I feel that good men, like as yourselves, you deserve
to know the truth. It's only right. You see ... it seems Hank Williams was
horribly poor when he died. Some West Coast lawyer swindled him out of
all his hard-earned money, and left him without a penny to be buried with.
His children were still young, and he had no one to take charge of his burial
arrangements, no one to chip in for a proper send-off. So good ol' Hank,
I'm afraid, was thrown into a cheap casket and tossed into an unmarked
grave in Wisconsin, of all godforsaken places." Every last one of the boys
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shouted in angry, disbelievin' protest, and I stepped back at the noise, worried they were about to tear the whole damn place apart. George-Jerry
waved his hands, urgin' them to be quiet, and finally the boys settled down
to listen.
"I know, I know!" he agreed, sadly and loudly. "I could hardly believe it
myself. But I'm afraid it's quite true. And that brings me to the truth about
this here briefcase." He nudged the black case with one toe of his shiny
black shoe. "The honest fact is, I'm not taking this song to any museum. I'm
taking it to Florida, to some cheese-eating Frenchman, a collector of
'musical artifacts' as he claims to be. And from there, I'm sure this priceless
notebook will sit on some dusty shelf in Paris for the rest of its days." The
crowd grew angrier, and more restless, and my hand grabbed the phone
behind the bar, ready to call that sheriff over as soon as things turned rowdy.
Davey Walsh had his fists clenched so tight, they had gone from blood-red
to bone white. George-Jerry let the anger rise just enough, noddin' his sympathies to the furious rednecks, then went on.
"It's the only option, I'm quite afraid. The Frenchman is paying good
money for this notebook, and that lawyer fellow told me if I wanted that
story, and wanted to put Mr. Williams in a proper grave, I had to get that
money at any cost. The man was deeply depressed to inform me that Hank's
family couldn't spare the funds, what with the liberals forcing their hip-hop
on our country, drawing the fans away from good country singers like Hank
Williams, Jr. So the family had to look at other options. It appears the
Democrats in Congress, those fags and hippies in Washington, wouldn't
approve such an expense."
Davey slammed a fist on the bar in anger, and a trucker whose name I
never caught turned and threw his beer against the wall behind him. The
shattered glass and shitty beer burst everywhere, showerin' the crowd, but
the enraged toughs didn't notice. I cleared my throat and was about to call
this thing to a close, when George-Jerry interrupted me.
"If only there were another way, gentlemen!" he moaned loudly. "If
only! I've actually gone a bit off task, truth be told, trying to collect money
on my own, saving it up, preferring to beg like a hobo to get Mr. Williams
rightly buried rather than sell his genius off to some foreigner. And how
close I am! Only a few thousand dollars away! But I fear the deadline for
this deal with the Frenchman is about to pass, and I simply don't have to
the time to gather the money. I can't ignore the wishes of Hank's family, my
friends." I leaned back, my eyes wide, thinkin' I knew exactly where this was
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goin', and I couldn't believe he was gonna try to pull it off. It was too damn
far-fetched. Even these fellas weren't that stupid.
"What if-what if you could get the rest of the money?" Davey cut in,
and the rest of the crowd grumbled curiously. I blinked in slight shock.
George-Jerry looked at Davey in what looked like complete despair.
"Well, then I suppose I could simply bring the funds to the lawyer, and Mr.
Williams' music would be placed in a fine American museum, like it
deserves. But I just simply don't see how- "
"We'll give it to ya," cut in Davey, lookin' around, practically beggin'
that crowd with his eyes. "We could come up with that kinda cash, easy.
Can't we, boys?" The crowd whispered their agreement, and those whispers
turned to talkin', and that talkin' turned to shouts.
"Of course we can!" yelled one of them.
"We could be American heroes!" shouted another.
"For goddamn Hank Williams!" cheered Jimmy Flats, and Davey took
up the cheer.
"For goddamn Mr. Williams!" he answered. "For good ol' Hank!"
They cheered and clapped each other on the back, and then they started
fishin' in their pockets, all of these dozens of fellas, bringin' out twenties
and hundreds and all kinds of money. These boys had come to this place to
drink and gamble, and they had come prepared to pay for it. So they had
all damn sorts of cash on 'em. And George-Jerry? He just sat there lookin'
shocked and goddamn ecstatic, with tears in his eyes, like on a fuckin'
Oprah show. Jesus Almighty, he was talented.
The crowd started thrustin' money at George-Jerry, and he scooped it
up with tearful whispers of thanks, noddin' his appreciation, meanwhile his
hands stuffin' cash into his pockets and coat. When the boys were done with
their donations, the stranger got up from the stool, leavin' his still-full beer
alone without takin' a sip. He turned a full circle, puttin' his thankful gaze
over the whole bar. Over Davey, Jimmy, the trucker, and all the rest of them.
Even over me. He finally looked me right in the eyes for the first time since
he walked in. And when he looked at me, and I looked into those eyes, it
was like he knew I knew, and knew I wouldn't tell. His eyes, they grinned
their thanks.
I almost stopped 'em, right then. I almost shouted at them, tellin' 'em
that this stranger was full of shit and that they were damned idiots. I felt for
a second that sure, the fella had been entertainin', but lettin' this happen
would be too much. Besides, all that money should be spent here, on shitty
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beer and jukebox songs. But like I said, it only lasted a second. These boys
were God-awful dumb, just stupid as hell. They deserved it. And as for the
bar ... hell, the fellas would still wanna drink. They'd get more money and
they'd be back. To hell with it. Let this stranger get away with a job well
done. I just smiled at George-Jerry, and he nodded back at me.
"You have my sincere and eternal gratitude, gentlemen," he said loudly, not
once breakin' eye contact with me. "And you have the gratitude of Mr.
Williams, and of America. This money is going to go to one of the finest causes
possible. The world is a better place because of all of you. It's been a pleasure,
my friends. Farewell." And with that, he nodded at me once more, turned, and
walked right out of that bar. The crowd parted around him and turned as one
to face him. We stared at him as he strolled straight past the empty tables,
through the quiet smoke, and out the door. None of us even saw, at first,
though I'm sure we all felt somethin' weird. We just didn't know what.
Then, after a few minutes of silence, Davey spoke up in a quick panic,
and we all finally noticed. "Wait! His briefcase! He forgot his briefcase!"
The crowd turned to stare at the black leather case just restin' on the floor,
and I leaned over the bar to look down at it. Before anyone said anythin',
Davey scooped up the case and rushed out the door, the smoke whippin'
around him as he sprinted through it. We all stared after him, watchin' that
door. You could cut the damn tension with a knife. And then, after a short
minute, Davey came back in, the briefcase tight in his grip. He stared at us,
tears almost in his eyes. "He's gone. He forgot it. Just peeled away, quick as
the Devil. In a Ford pickup, like he said. Must've changed cars on the trip."
Davey walked slowly, sadly toward us, lookin' like a funeral march. He
straightened up at the stool the stranger had sat in, and carefully set the case
on the bar, right in front of me, next to George-Jerry's beer. Everyone shuffled in to crowd around that one spot, all of us just starin' right down at
that briefcase. We just stood there for ages, our whole lives revolving around
that black case. It was then I noticed there was no combination lock on it,
no locks at all. Just simple latches. One by one, the rest of them noticed it
too. You could feel it in the room. This time, it was me, not Davey, who said
what were all thinkin'.
"We should open it. Just for a second. Just a second couldn't hurt." I
looked up at all of them, glanced at them one at a time, and each one of
them nodded.
"You do it," whispered Davey, lookin' me seriously in the eyes.
It was all I could do not to laugh right then. I was lookin' forward to
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surprisin' this bunch of idiots with the truth of their damn new hero. The
dumbasses needed this lesson. And so I moved to open the case, grippin' the
two latches and poppin' them free. The boys all pushed in even closer, if that
were possible, and I gripped the lid as they crowded around it. To someone
just walkin' in, we would've looked like pirates, I reckon, huddled on some
remote island beach around an unearthed treasure chest, waitin' to see what
wonderful treasures were inside.
Then, not slowly, but quick, all at once, I popped the lid open, wantin'
the shock to be powerful as all hell. But in that one, sudden motion, my
elbow clipped George-Jerry's open, full beer. Everyone's gaze shot quick,
like instinct, to the beer, and the bottle wobbled in one slow circle. Then,
before anyone could move, or react, it tipped. The mouth landed in the open
case, and the beer poured out, pumpin' in bursts from the bottle. And as we
all looked on in helpless, miserable shock, none of us even thinkin' to react,
the amber liquid slowly drenched a bound notebook of old, yellowed paper.
Scrawled on the cover in quickly drownin', smearin' ink was just one signature, one that most in that bar recognized well, from signed record covers
or old photos: the signature of Hank Williams.
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Brendan's Pitch
excerpt from He/l's Darling Boys
Colt Foutz

lT WAS AFTER ELEVEN BY THE TIME THE FIRE TRUCKS AND FIRE INSPECTORS AND

police and police detectives all cleared out. They took my statement and
departed with a promise to follow up the next morning, or soon after, and
to remind me not to leave the state.
I had nowhere else to go, and could think of nothing better to do than
plant myself on a neighboring set of steps and try and go a minute without
staring into the smoldering wreck of what had been my life in Newport for
the last year and a half. I didn't care so much about my clothes, or my secondhand crap. After my marriage broke up, I let her have all our meager
possessions, all except for the piano I'd first leased then eventually paid off
with three years of steady gigging in a band I'd been fortunate enough to
call myself a part of during those years. Which was part of the reason we'd
broken up in the first place. But hell, it was a Steinway studio grand with
the sweetest honey tone, and stacked up against our combined net worth at
twenty-three, was probably a push, money-wise. Well, not to me. And still
she let me have it. A symbolic thing, I was thinking at the time.
That was three years ago, the thought sloshed in my hangover. Now the
substance of my livelihood-if you could call it that-came from typing up
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three-inch "entertainment briefs" and compiling a calendar of gigs that did
not include my own-we didn't run "nightclub listings" except as paid
advertisements, and it wasn't like the Key Hole gave me billing or anything.
I was just one of a stable of keyboard jocks. But that piano was something
of a foundation for me. A promise of something more substantial to come.
The job was more or less a diversion. Which maybe made things in Rhode
Island as transitional as Diana made them out to be, only I hadn't really
begun to see it until it all burned away. Talk about symbolism. I wasn't certain, but the only sweet smell coming out of that hissing, gurgling swamp
may have been from the lacquered maple of the soundboard. And nothingnot my pathetic life, not the fight with Diana, not my own poor pounding
head-had squeezed the tears out of me until I considered the beauty and
tragedy of that ruined instrument.
Which was right when Sinclair walked up. Fucking Brendan James
Sinclair, in the flesh, I shit you not. The first I saw of him were these beatendown, black steel-toed work boots. These impossibly faded, bleached bonewhite jeans bunched up at the top of the sixteen-hole rise to midshin. They
looked clean, though, and pressed. And there was the Harley Davidson
eagle belt buckle he'd stolen off our chemistry teacher in eleventh grade,
right after he'd flunked-I mean completely bombed the AP Chemistry test
and consigned his dreams of becoming a marine biologist to the trash bin
toy box he'd begun to fill at that point. That he'd kept this token of our
adolescence after all the other indignities he'd suffered-the GED, abandonment in our insufferable hometown, prison-was the first irritating itch
of a thought that began to trouble me as I scanned past his trendy T-shirt
crisscrossed by skulls and chains and wrapped in a light blue and green
flannel to the granite cut of his chin, dimpled with concern and looking
down at me-at me.
"Victor, dude, this ain't your house, is it?"
I blinked at him in disbelief. To comment on his alien presence here
wouldn't really cut it. So I just nodded at the smoking rubble beyond the
crime-scene tape.
"What?" he asked. "No fucking way."
I only grunted, not in the mood to comment on the awful coincidence
of his reappearance and my reacquaintance with fire, and anyway unprepared for the inevitable conversations about what-next and what-now that
would follow.
He whistled, low and long.

292

Hair Trigger 33

"Yeah," I said, "yeah," hoarse, from the smoke, I guess, from everything.
He took a breath. "I guess you're probably wondering what I'm doing here."
At that moment, truthfully, I wasn't wondering anything. After watching
my house go up, I figured anything was within the realm of possibility.
"Well, I'm here to see you, motherfucker! To sample some of the
Newport life I've been hearing about."
From who, I wondered. But instead of asking, I groaned, and fell back
on the steps.
"Don't worry," he said, moving in to gather me up, "we can sleep in the
back of my truck."
We set up at the Key Hole this time, because somehow Brendan knew I
worked there, and he steered me along the streets before I had time to realize
or protest. He had always had an intimate grasp on the details of my life,
no matter our fluctuating feelings for or proximity to one another, and here
was the second disconcerting itch in my brain. How had he known? More
importantly, but harder to pin down, why? What about my life by then
could possibly have retained that brand of magnetism for him?
It was the music, I concluded, too easily and as it eventually turned out,
incorrectly, as we ducked through the batwing doors and crunched across
the peanut-shelled floor to the long bar beyond the stage and "bullpen,"
where the evening's customers were just starting to get riled up. Garth
Brooks, "Friends in Low Places." God's idea of a joke playlist?
"Vic," the bartender, Paul, growled in my direction as he mixed a double
for a grandmotherly type wearing Mardi Gras beads. "Didn't think you
were on again till Wednesday."
"Nah, he's taking me out on the town tonight," Brendan piped up. Paul
blinked at him without changing his bored expression. "Sinclair," Brendan
said, and extended a hand. "Bass player."
Paul looked at Brendan's porterhouse-sized palm and nodded. "Put this
on the tab?" he asked me.
"Yeah," I said, quickly, Brendan's hand still hanging there. "Two Buds."
He walked down the length of the bar to the cooler, returning with the
bottles. Brendan had pulled his hand back by then but smiled broadly at
Paul, raised his beer to him. The bartender walked away, shaking his head.
Through his teeth, between sips, Brendan commented, "Friendly motherfucker, huh?"
"And who are you?" I asked. "Motherfuckin' Mister Rogers?"
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He shrugged.
I took a sip of my own. "Ah, it's the East," I went on. "Not like back
home." Already apologizing, and I couldn't figure why. I drained half my
bottle in the effort to rinse clean my mind.
We sat there, sipping, not talking, the wash of the music and the crowd
behind us, the grim clinking of Paul in front. It was the same doofy Creed
that had been playing in Charlie's earlier, "With Eyes Wide Open." A lot had
changed since I'd last heard it. I looked in the long mirror above the bar,
eyeing Brendan as he bobbed his head and took in the place, thinking about
the last time I'd seen him.
His inky hair was close-cropped, gray scalp visible beneath an armystyle cut, stifling the Afro I'd known as a kid before it could get kinking. It
was clean, at least, which is more than you could say seven years ago, when
it had been straightened with the aid of diligence and some commercial hair
products, left dangling and dirty in the best Metallica 'do this side of James
Hetfield. You know, pre-"Whiskey in the Jar," anyway. Jesus, that summer.
I was dating-hadn't yet married-Angela, and we'd bumped into each
other at some ridiculous Cutco Knives seminar in Canton. We joked during
the intermission about whipping our dicks out and pissing on the display,
or asking continuous questions about what the knives could cut until we
were asked to leave. In reality, we stayed for the whole damn two and a half
hours, then spent another two bitching about it over lunch. Sinclair picked
an Applebee's where this vocalist he knew from the Canton/Akron club circuit worked as waiter. And over the course of two underage bottles of house
wine, we planned out the other band members we would draft, the set lists
we would play, and even held a napkin brainstorming session for band
names. The winner, I think, was Special Agent Super Dragon. The whole
encounter was like something from out of a fevered dream, all too sweaty
and senseless to have worked. How we kept it up for even a week, and why
it had haunted me ever since college, was a mystery to me now. The last I'd
left Brendan we were running through Yes and Police covers and the token
Billy Joel in his same childhood bedroom, by then overrun with stolen bar
paraphernalia and rank with pot. It all seemed so absurd, with my crappy
Radio Shack keyboard and the plan to play Grieg's "March of the
Dwarves" as segue between sets. I'd spent the rest of the summer forgetting
to return his increasingly sporadic calls and dunking myself drunk in
Angela's family's pool the weekends I wasn't on emergency shift at the
rubber sealant plant.
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Proving that he could still tune into my peculiar frequencies, Brendan set
down his second Bud and said, "You know, I still have some of your old
sheet music."
I coughed a little on my beer. "What the hell. You can keep it."
"Hell no, man. I brought it with. You know, you might need it, with this
gig and all."
I took a long pull and tried to be inconspicuous as I weighed which
course of conversation was the least potentially embarrassing. I found my
thoughts couldn't keep from zipping and bipping. "You still playing?" I ventured, and put my face back in the bottle.
Brendan looked at me, incredulous. "Huh? Of fucking course."
"Oh."
He continued to eye me like my head was sporting a live squirrel for a
hairpiece, or something. "Been gigging steady at this jazz place down in
Zanesville."
"All right."
"Rob's brother's in this trio we got going. Keyboards-he's good
enough, you know, for jazz. Nowhere near your league, though."
"OK."
Brendan continued to stare at me. "You mean you didn't get the tapes?"
Tapes. Shit. I took another long pull from my beer and called Paul over
for another round as I tried to do better at focusing on our conversation.
The tapes, of course. They'd been arriving more or less monthly since the
previous spring, labeled with penmanship that took me back to insulting
doodles in eighth-grade earth science. Named with Brendan's usual flair:
Summer Jam 1, Summer Jam 2, Moody Tunes 5.5, Some Shit You Should
Listen To. I recognized them as outlines for various dream projects he'd
spawned in the hours spent lugging spools of wire and bags of mulch at
Lowe's, over-serving just-out-of-high-school girls at Bud's Barbecue & Biker
Bar on 17. And no, I hadn't listened to a single one.
"You probably didn't listen to a single one," Brendan said. "But that's
all right. Bygones, buddy."
I grunted, as benignly as I could manage, and drained half my beer.
"Well, so you know," he said, "the group's been tight. The chops are
chomping."
"You still at Lowe's?" I asked.
He looked at me a beat. "Nah. Lauren."
"The sealant plant?"
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"Darryl found a place for me."
I had to fight to not spit my beer in Paul's face as he mixed another
drink. "Derelict Darryl. The skeez who used to date your mom? The one
you hospitalized when we were barely thirteen?"
Brendan's easy expression did not falter. "Dude's changed. Had testicular
cancer a couple years back. He's all docile now, like a dog that's been neutered."
"There's an image," I said. Then, after a moment, "He's not with your
mom?" Not even risking looking at him.
Brendan laughed, that same old jolly grizzly rumble that put you on
edge as much as it made you want to do anything for him. I felt an old tug
in the center of my chest, a twinge at the corners of my lips. "Mom went
and married herself a rich doctor. They live in Florida now, ten months of
the year, anyway."
"That right?"
"I bet you didn't think she had it in her, did you?" I waved the assertion
out of the air. "All those days on that couch, with her soaps and cigarettes.
She quit, by the way. I heard your mother found herself a real catch, too."
I coughed. "Uh, no offense, buddy, but change the subject."
Brendan showed me his palms, the gesture oddly submissive, which
started the itching in my brain about what he was really doing here. As
always with Brendan, it didn't take long to find out.
"This place treating you right?" he asked.
I shrugged.
"Getting a lot of poontang, I bet. Lawn Guy/and chicks growing up,
wanting to be Christie Brinkley, boffing the piano man."
"Ha," I said. The thought of Darryl as a castrato was more appealing.
"Actually, though, yeah, I'm kind of with somebody. You know, off and on."
"Well, call yer old lady up and get her out here."
"Um, I don't think that would be such a good idea." And I told him, briefly,
about that night's fight as prelude to ruined dinner, and torched house.
"Chicks, man," was Brendan's analysis. "And her pops is your boss at
the paper, huh?"
"No. Yeah. Well, he owns a few, newspapers I mean. Including mine."
"And you like what you're doing there? Writing about music and stuff?
Do they ever, like, assign you to write about yourself?"
"What?" I assumed he was joking, but his steady gaze indicated otherwise. "No. I mean, the Key Hole isn't exactly front-page news, you know?"
He just shrugged, leaned back into his own beer. But it seemed as if he
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was working around to something, and even with three beers under my
belt-since the fire, anyway-I was pretty damn iffy on finding out what it
was. I tried to take a stab at how instead.
"So the paper, the piano bar-you been checking up on me, Sinclair?"
"Checking up on you? Nah. Rob fills me in from time to time."
"Rob, huh?" Who I hadn't seen in ... well, since before the divorce. His
wife had grown close to Angela after we'd met randomly over a holiday
back home. We'd rented a beach cottage together a couple summers.
"You make it sound so damn serious," Brendan said. "Like I felt up your
dog or something."
"I'd heard that about you." In spite of it all, I found myself warming up
to his particular brand of coarseness again.
"Yeah, well, then you know I'm an arsonist then, too."
Quick as a shadow wavering in campfire light, images swam through
my head-Boy Scouts, his singed-off hair in twelfth grade, the park trench
fire, trees in front of Beverly's house alight, and then the house, and what
came after.
"Sorry, man," he said. "I was only joking, about when we were kids.
Stupid thing to say now, you know, considering."
"Yeah ... ," I said, grasping at my thoughts, feeling them bump and flit
away agam.
"I'll tell you what," he said, standing up. "It's time I went and broke the
seal, arf-arf. When I come back, I'm going to have a business proposition for
you. So you sit, think on that a bit, and when I get back we'll talk about
something, I swear, that's going to change your life."
Clearly, Sinclair had never received any sales training beyond that Cutco
seminar. There's got to be a maxim somewhere for enterprising hawkers that
can be distilled to: Out with it. But again, up close and uncomfortable had
been his style for as long as I'd known him.
As he walked to the back of the bar I had time to study him in the mirror
again. Something off about him, his stride, his body. He seemed bunched in
the shoulders, shifty, as if tensing for a blow that could come unexpectedly.
And thin at the waist and hips, not the bear I knew growing up, but some
starved, upright-walking jungle cat. Mangy, dangerous. Just beaten-enough
looking for you to feel sympathetic, and maybe get too close. The long
sleeves, what was up with that, and the flannel over? Covering something?
The tips of something dark at the base of his neck, along the clavicle.
Tattoos? Prison? Some shred of something, off the History Channel, or an
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Elmore Leonard novel, perhaps, about guys who've done time carrying that
stress in their shoulders. As he took his time in there-arf-arf-fragments of
answering messages, hastily erased by Diana or me, Brendan's voice, raw
and deep and nearly unrecognizable, and a kind of cafeteria bustle behind
it, echoes ...
Then he was beside me again, meaty palm clapping my shoulders. There's
a part of him that's still iron, I thought, feeling the ache. And something
more-when his fingers came away, there was black crud under the nails,
even though the pads of his fingers were pink from scrubbing. "Moon base
to Victor; come in, Victor." His eyes found mine. He was smiling, but those
eyes, man-spooky dark. They were that funny green-blue that drew all the
girls when we were kids. Maybe it was the light of the bar, but he had me
thinking for a moment he'd gone in for tinted contacts of something.
"Hey, man. Maybe ease off the Bud for a moment while I make my pitch."
"Your pitch?" I asked, forgetting.
He took a breath. "Hubby and me have been talking."
"Hubby?" The last time I had seen them together, of course, one of them
had been pointing a gun at the other.
"Ah, I know, I know. Bygones, baby. All that shit's been buried a long
time ago."
My eyes drifted to the scar on my thumb, where the hammer had
caught, and I wondered.
"Anyway, Hubby has been writing some new material-"
"Wait. Hubby? Writing?" The shadows faded in the presence of a sunnier image, of our old friend, hunched over a desk, or sprawled on a couch,
notebook in one hand, perhaps a drink in the other, his engineer's brow
scrunched over chord progressions, over lyrics.
"Yeah," Brendan continued, failing to see the humor in it. "Kid's been
busy. Got himself a deal with this independent label down in Chapel Hill."
"Hubby?" I said again, and Brendan gave me a funny look. "What, is it
like drum tracks for commercials or something? Or a jingle for potato pancakes and dreidels?"
The Jewish thing was usually Brendan's area to bash on Hubby. But his
look grew stern, exasperated. "Dude, Hubby has himself set up with a contract. Songs, bro. Words, music, the whole shit. Me and him was gonna
record together. He called me up. Standard session wage."
"Brendan, I-" still plying him with a smile, thinking, it is April, he is
talking about his former nemesis and punching bag. He turned to the mirror,
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drilled holes in it with his gaze. "Sinclair, I'm sorry. You know, coming out here,
springing this on me, and tonight, when so much shit has gone down-"
"No, you're right, Vic. I'm the fucking one imposing on you here. This
great life you got all figured out. I'm the one out of line, thinking of you,
thinking, hey, maybe the guy could stand to have a break down south for a
bit, earn some cash while catching up. But whatever, man. You got it all figured out here, don't listen to me or nothing."
"Sinclair. I didn't mean offense, man. What is it-what do you need me
to help you with?"
His expression remained flintlike. "Help us with."
"What?"
"Man, I have always respected you, what you can do, but don't go
pitying me or shit."
"I didn't mean-"
"Look, you were the best of us, man, you have all the talent in the
world, but if you don't want to spend three lousy days just laying down
some piano for your oldest friends, I'm not going to let it eat me up. I'll just
have a drink with you, catch up here, and be on my way. I tried to get you
ready for this with the tapes."
The tapes. Jesus. And those messages he'd left. He had that earnest look
to him now, that hang-dog look that followed some act of kindness,
blunted, that sulk that I knew too well that could turn to tears as easily as
it could come to blows. What was this? Eighth grade?
"Hey, Bren?" He kept his eyes on the mirror. "Hey, I'll have to get time
off at the paper, and get things started here, you know, as far as insurance
and all that, at least leave word for Diana, but ..."
His face lit up. His hand found my shoulder again, and I ignored the
painful pinching and focused on the lightness that had come back into his
eyes. "You in, bro? You saying we're going to jam again?"
For just a half second, I lost track of my thoughts again. Considered.
"OK," I slurred, "OK. What the fuck else have I got to do?"
He frowned at me, finger running around the neck of his bottle thoughtfully.
"Man, when you put it like that, it don't sound as if your heart is exactly in
it. It don't sound like-"
"Sinclair, just-OK," I said, and reached across the table to snatch his
bottle from under him. I drained it in a single gulp. "OK, OK?"
We trudged down the diagonal streets of Newport arm and arm as the
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first fingers of daylight brushed us. There were lights in the harbor and the
ominous exoskeleton of the bridge, spanning the black and purple currents
like an out-of-time dinosaur bending to drink. We leaned into one another
like nothing had changed, as if the blur of years was only so much superficial color. And maybe, I was stunned into thinking, it was.
His pickup rested just off the curb several blocks up from my place, but
the air was still heavy with that wet, scorched smell. I shivered in spite of
the booze.
The truck was startlingly new, an extended-cab Ford F150. Green,
which had always been his favorite color. The careful wax job gleamed
beneath the dull orange spark of the streetlight overhead. If he'd been trying
to park nearby, he'd done a piss-poor job of it. But the streets were often
crowded here, with so few of the properties in the old part of downtown
boasting garages. Still, from there, from that far, what had he thought of the
smoke pouring into the night? What banal festivities had he imagined they
were engaging in on a bland winter day in Newport? Or had he first tried
to get close and been turned away at the barricades?
"Brendan," I said, my tongue feeling three sizes too big in my mouth.
"When did you get into town, anyway?"
He stumbled into me, and burped. Giggled, like we were thirteen again.
"Oh. I don't know, bro. Sometime before I found you sitting on that step."
He grabbed my elbow, held me back as he released the tailgate. "Here,"
he said. "Boost you up."
I turned and bent to give him a hand into the pickup, but he was already
beside me, always lighter on his feet than he looked. Was he less drunk than
he seemed, too?
He went about the chore of getting the bed set up for sleeping, unrolling
two winter-weight sleeping bags from the utility chest chained beneath the
center window, arranging for pillows two or three sandbags he kept in the
back, I knew, for weight along the muddier county roads back home. He
nodded at me and extended an arm. "Mi casa~ su casa."
The odd morning commuter trolley snaked along past the pickup,
sending vibrations through the street that shook us like the currents in his
childhood waterbed had, once upon a time. Sinclair was cocooned beneath
the hem of his sleeping bag, the way he always did that left me concerned
about suffocation as a kid, rolled away from me facing curbside. I lay wide
awake on the outer edge, squinting in the increasing light, fragments of
thoughts growing scratchier, itchier, but numbed by the alcohol, failing to
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fall into any discernable pattern. He had begun to snore when bleary-eyed,
stunned by the sunrise and the rhythmic whirling of the ghosts in my head,
I lifted myself, wobbling, from the bed of the pickup. I reached over and
tried once, twice, to peel back the top of his sleeping bag before I succeeded.
I pulled on the python cords of shoulder muscle and fixed the fiercest glare
I could on what I guessed was the center of Brendan's face.
"Dude, did you torch my house?"
He blinked at me-it looked like a fly's billion eyes-and cackled uncertainly, sleepily. "What? Motherfucker, you're drunk."
"No. Listen. Listen to me. Did you? Did you torch it? Did you start that fire?"
He seemed to swim over to me through air suddenly thick as pool water.
He put one cool hand on my forehead and the other in the small of my back,
easing me back down to the sandbag pillow like a Baptist minister, initiating
the born-again in some muddy tributary. He rearranged the sleeping bag
around me and hovered for a moment.
"No," he said, "I didn't," and swam back to his side. "Now get some sleep."
Falling, body sloshing, I did as I was told.
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Red Light
Jason Edward Harrington

PRINCIPAL GEORGE RAFFERTON HAD BEEN WATCHING MAZY MEDLEY SLEEP FROM

the front of the detention room for half an hour, her head resting atop her
folded arms, the curls of her long hair spread over her desktop like a frothy
brown sea, her long, milky legs slightly spread beneath her desk. The classroom was small, just two dozen empty seats, a mahogany desk-Mr.
Rafferton sitting behind it-and Mazy Medley.
She wore a short white sundress, as short as could possibly be without
him having to send her home. What kind of parents allowed their fifteenyear-old daughter to come to school like that? Society was really going
downhill. It was entirely inappropriate.
Over the past half hour he'd knelt down to tie his shoe, picked up a
dropped pen, and twice pulled at a frayed strand of carpet in order to ascertain the inappropriateness of that skirt. He was pretty sure her panties were
checkered, red and white, cartoon-themed. Possibly anime.
He turned around and looked at the clock on the wall behind him.
11 :30 a.m. Another half hour to go. Usually, he would feel contempt for the
lone student whose bad behavior had caused him to have to stay an extra
hour. Usually, he pushed detention-room duty on the first teacher whose
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elbow he could grab. But with Mazy, he had just let the thing play out as it
would, until it just so happened that he was the only one available to preside over her hour-long bid. Besides, it was a half-day, so really, he would
still be getting out three hours early.
He'd noticed her well before she'd been sent into his office earlier that
morning. What he'd noticed was that she had mannerisms well beyond her
years. It was extraordinary. First of all, she looked unusual for a girl her age:
tall, long-legged, lanky, but miraculously in proportion at the age of fifteen,
a perfect little halo for a waistline atop the swell of an ass like a just-ripe
fruit. She walked like a jaded, heroin-chic runway model in a sea of little
girls. Except for the panties, she was not a little girl. He would see her condescendingly patting a friend's cheek, or strolling in step next to a teacher,
giving her opinion on this or that, or blowing a cup of coffee to cool it
down-coffee, at age fifteen-and think, "I know what you are in there,
demon: a woman. Now what have you done with the little girl?"
In the past five minutes, she had sighed in her sleep, tenderly folded her
little pianist's fingers around her #2 pencil, and closed her legs into a capital
A, her scraped knees silently knocking together. Twenty-five minutes to go.
Upon being discovered smoking a cigarette in the bushes behind the
tennis courts earlier that morning, Mazy had explained to Ms. Singer, the PE
teacher, "I really needed a cigarette. And there's no smoking in that goddamned school, as we all know. I don't like the fact that I'm sneaking
around, smoking in bushes, any more than you do."
What to do with Mazy Medley, George Rafferton wondered. He was
sure she was sexually active. Few girls made it to fifteen these days, especially not the pretty ones. And she was more than pretty. He rested his chin
in the palms of his hands. His wedding ring was cold against his cheek, and
it reminded him of his after-work chore: fabric softener, potatoes, cottage
cheese, milk, coffee filters, glass cleaner, shampoo, hummus ...
Sure, there'd been many girls he'd thought about in his twelve years as
principal of Sebastian High. When he'd first started at the school, when he'd
been a younger man, the female students had been flirtatious with him; he
had possessed the double allure of authority and unattainability. He was an
older man to them, but not old. Now, he was balding, overweight, and a
nonentity in their eyes. True, he had a lot of things. He had a stable job, a
family, a house, and two cars. But his youth was irretrievable. It wasn't so
much that he would never have Mazy Medley that made him grieve, it was
the idea that he could not have her, no matter how badly he may have
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wanted. She belonged to this or that boy that he had once been. Now it was too
late. He had a lot of things, but there was nothing to be done with Mazy Medley.
Fabric softener, potatoes, paper towels, milk, cottage cheese, glass
cleaner, shampoo, hummus ...
Beneath the desk he unzipped his pants.
If only he could know for certain that she wouldn't wake up for some
period of time! Just a definite half hour of catatonic Mazy. To duck his head
beneath her desk, spread her knees apart, hike her skirt up, and run his nose
up her thighs. Maybe she'd get excited in her sleep. Fifteen-year-olds get
excited, too, and a fifteen-year-old girl like Mazy ... he would be able to
smell it through her cartoon panties. She probably came easily, too. She was
such a little miscreant, she would probably clamp her hand on the back of
his head and thrust her hips up, even in her sleep. Her hand, with that faded
tattoo sticker of a kitten's paw on it, clamped on the back of his head,
drowning him in her sleep.
But would he have the courage to do it, even if somehow he knew for
certain that she shouldn't wake up? He would lose his job, his wife would
divorce him, his daughter would estrange him-oh God, Emily was sixteen,
she was younger than Emily-more than that, though, he would be all over
the papers, he would go to prison, and prisoners read the papers. She looked
innocent enough asleep like that, but really, she would revel in destroying
his life. She would draw it out, she would make him sweat, blackmail him,
torture him, but eventually she would bring the guillotine down. "I woke
up, and the principal was eating my ..." She would say it like that. Right in
the middle of the police station. Just like that. Such a dirty mouth. No, he
wouldn't have the courage to do it, even if God, Old Testament God, materialized in that detention room and issued the decree, "Young woman shalt
not waketh for one hour halved," he still wouldn't do it. He knew he
wouldn't do it, even then, and he hated himself for it. All around the world,
at all times, there were people doing precisely what they wanted, consequences be damned, beneath the wind-whipped banner of Dionysus, people
without any goddamned moral restraint, without a wife with breasts like
sandbags, without the torturous job of watching the rhythmic rise and fall
of Mazy Medley's back, and more times than not, the deviants never suffered any repercussions, and it just wasn't right. Now that he noticed it, she
was wearing a silver ankle bracelet, too, and for some reason it made him
just a little bit harder, to imagine playing with that ankle bracelet while his
face was between her legs. No, tapping his gold wedding ring against her
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silver ankle bracelet, ding ding, ding ding, like the clanging of a buoy's bell just
off shore. If she's definitely not going to wake up, then by God, he's going to
be daring for once! He's going to pull out his cell phone and place a call to his
wife, down there, right between her legs, peel her dirty little hand off the back
of his head and, with her juices still moist on his mustache:
"Sharon, I'm going to be a little late. I'm with a student right now, handling some disciplinary issues. Can you repeat that, Sharon? I'm dropping
reception."
(He would use that time to give it a long kiss. She's younger than Emily!)
"Oh no, I didn't forget. But you know what? I'm not going to get the
cottage cheese. Because, quite frankly, Sharon, fuck cottage cheese. I said,
fuck cottage cheese. It doesn't taste like anything. You know you don't like
it, you know I don't like it, you know Emily doesn't like it, and cottage
cheese is not the answer to losing weight. You're going to have to get off that
prodigious ass of yours every once in a while."
That would do it. He would be critically close to coming then. He could
come right there, on his knees beneath her desk, shoot it all over the carpet.
But look, she was still sleeping, like a cat in a corner, and remember, she
definitely isn't waking up! Old Testament God said so. Be daring for once!
He closed his eyes, just for a second. He would shoot it in her hair. He
would have the time to clean it from her hair, she might wake up with
slightly moist hair, but that could be anything-as though she would even
suspect the truth! He would stand up, his boxers around his ankles, aim it
right at her curly hair ...
His shoulders hunched forward, his head began to tingle, his mouth fell
open, his toes cracked as they curled. When the first wave hit, he gasped as
though it were a wave of icy water. Then the first explosion came, followed
by the second wave-he squeezed his eyelids shut tighter, and all he saw
were red lights. The next explosion came-he heard it splash against the
bottom of his desk, then the next wave, then the next explosion, and under
this barrage he finally relented, he grunted a little, he couldn't hold it in. The
red lights dissipated and fizzled out, and he opened his eyes ...
The first thing he thought, absurdly, was, "Where'd she get the gum?"
She was chewing gum, her chin cradled in the palms of her hand. Had
she had the gum in her mouth the entire time she was sleeping? He hadn't
had his eyes closed long enough for her to pull a piece of gum out from her
purse, unwrap it, and put it in her mouth. He'd forgotten how green Mazy
Medley's eyes were. But there they were, two inquisitive emeralds. She was
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bored. He was white-hot numb. He would have to zip up his pants, eventually, but not at that moment. At that moment, he was counting on stillness to save him. Just possum his way right out of that detention room, on
over to the grocery story, down the dairy aisle, grab that cottage cheese, and
head on home to Sharon. Jesus. He just had to say something. Breathless,
voice quavering, the best he could manage was: "Loose screw ... under this
desk, here. Trying to do it by hand. Probably ... bad idea. There's not a
screwdriver in your purse, I suppose?"
She just continued chewing her gum and said, "I'd like to speak to you
in your office, Mr. Rafferton."
He was sure she had seen him. How many times George had sat behind
his office desk, a student across from him in that worn leather chair, as Mazy
now sat before him? But until then he had always been the authority figure,
the judge, and the student had been the one sitting as though in a prolonged
flinch, awaiting the principal's sentence. But now it was George who had
trouble meeting the student's eyes, now it was George wringing his hands.
Now George was staring vacantly at the family portrait on his desk-he,
Emily, Sharon, and Mickey, all smiling, the Magic Kingdom's spire rising in
the background. Usually the photo sat on his desk facing the student, but he
had turned it away from Mazy's view the moment he sat down. They sat
silently for some time, Mazy tucked away in a corner of the big leather chair,
legs crossed, arms folded across her chest. Finally, George spoke.
"Is there something in particular you wanted to discuss, Mazy?"
She opened her eyes wide, pulled at one of her eyelashes, and thoughtfully inspected her pinched fingers. More than usual, she seemed to be in no
particular hurry to meet anyone's demands. It was as though she had
secretly acquired something now, George thought with dismay, as though
she had a razor-edged ace sewn in her sundress. She finished examining her
fingers and clicked them, apparently having caught some particle trapped in
her eyelashes.
"Yes, Principal Rafferton. There's something I'm concerned about. You
see, I feel I'm being harassed."
"Harassed, you say? In what way, exactly, Mazy? I'm sure that's not the
case. Oh no, I'm sure that's not the case at all."
The office began to spin. He found himself struggling to keep his
thoughts and his physical self as a cohesive whole. He felt the need to urinate, the need to move his bowels. She had seen him.
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"I woke up and the principal was jerking off." She would say it just like
that. In the middle of the police station.
"No, Mr. Rafferton, I think it is the case." Her voice, usually singsong,
had taken a subdued tone. "I think you know what I'm talking about, Mr.
Rafferton."
He wiped a few droplets of sweat from his forehead. He held her greeneyed gaze locked with his. From the corner of his eyes he could see the
whiteness of his family's smiles.
"Mazy, I assure you, I haven't the foggiest idea what you're talking
about. But please, believe me, if we just discuss whatever's bothering you,
I'm sure we can clear up any misunderstandings, work out a solution ...
resolve this issue, Mazy. You've made a lot of mistakes in your first year at
this school, but I see a lot of potential in you. If you meet me halfway on
certain things, if you're willing to cooperate, I'm sure you'll see that I can
make your time at this school go much more smoothly. I can do that, Mazy."
"This isn't about me, Principal Rafferton."
"You may call me George."
"I honestly don't feel as though we've reached that point yet, Principal
Rafferton. But this isn't about you, or me."
"Then what is it about, Ms. Medley?"
She leaned forward and said the word as though it were an incantation:
"Singer."
"Singer?"
"Ms. Singer. She's a thorn in my side. She's hated me from the beginning."
George exhaled long and hard. "Well, Ms. Medley-"
"Mazy, please."
"You have got to understand. You were caught smoking a cigarette,
Mazy. On school grounds. That's an infraction punishable by up to a week's
suspension. Of course, since, like I said, I see great potential in you, I believe
we can strike this incident from the record completely, but still-"
"Principal Rafferton?" She uncrossed her legs and leaned forward further still.
George's eyes flitted down for a moment.
"I've been raising my little sister, almost all by myself, since the age of
twelve. I've had a lot of fathers, but never for more than a few days at a time.
My mother is always out, guaranteeing it stays that way. My mother is a
whore, Mr. Rafferton. Not a professional whore, in the traditional sense; she
actually works in a real estate office by day. But an amateur whore, certainly.
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Daddy complex. I'm almost certainly heading down the same path. Vicious
circle, Mr. Rafferton. I'm sure you see how these things repeat themselves
down through generations."
"Well, uh, yes, there are trends ..."
"Of course there are. At home I cook, I clean, I do the dishes, I make
sure the bills are paid on time; short of actually making any money myself,
I run my household, Mr. Rafferton. So if you would be so kind as not to
imply that I am old enough to do all of that, yet not old enough to smoke
a goddamned cigarette when I need one, I would really appreciate it. Now,
about Singer. I'm not asking you to terminate her, of course. That would be
extreme. But she's new to Sebastian, isn't she?
"Yes. We hired her ... last year, I believe."
"Right. A new-hire PE teacher. A lesbian, I think? Who seems to have
some sort of obsession with punishing me. It seems like she won't stop until
she gets the chance to actually bend me over and spank me."
She tossed her hair and laughed. George's reaction began to stir again.
"I'm just saying ... maybe we could take a good look at Ms. Singer?
Think about how important she really is to this school?"
So she had seen him. For a minute he thought that somehow, he had
gotten away with it. But it was a false reprieve. She was making demands.
A half hour before he had been Mazy Medley's principal. Now, he was her
hostage. Another particle trapped in her curly black eyelashes.
After their meeting in his office, Principal Rafferton walked Mazy outside to the front of the school to catch the late bus. There was a smattering
of students and a couple of teachers walking the school grounds, and by all
appearances he was simply walking a known troublemaker to her bus. But
still, it felt more to him like a situation in which a criminal was being
escorted by an officer of the law, and he was no longer sure which of the
two roles he was playing. It was a humid day. It had begun raining around
3:30 a.m. George knew this because a clap of thunder had awakened him
from his recurring nightmare of accidentally pulling out one of his front
teeth. It wasn't the tooth's falling out that frightened him-he was well
aware of the Freudian interpretation of it all; it was all nonsense as far as
he was concerned-it was the fact that in the dream, the tooth was invisibly
connected with one of his corneas, so that when he pulled the tooth out, the
blue of one of his eyes slid down and disappeared somewhere beneath his
bottom eyelid, like a yolk oozing down from a cracked egg, leaving one eye
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all white and vision-blurred. He had awakened with a start, just in time to hear
the fading tail end of the thunder's rumble. Sharon's voice sounded wearily in
the darkness from the other side of the bed.
"What's wrong?" she said.
"Nothing. Thank God, is all."
"For what?"
Against their bedroom window a heavy rain began to patter. He was
already falling back asleep.
"For the thunder, and the rain. My eye keeps falling out, honey. I need
a new umbrella ... mine is simply ... too large ..."
It was a freakish, relentless rainstorm: the downpour didn't stop until
noon. The sun had finally come out, and it was blazing with a vengeance.
Mazy was now wearing sunglasses, her sundress shining like a beacon in the
midafternoon daylight. It seemed to him that everyone was watching them;
he avoided students' and teachers' eyes and glanced around nervously. In the
distance, the school's track team, all of them clad in white T-shirts and
shorts, was snaking its way around the football field.
"So, I trust we've come to an understanding about everything, Mazy?"
he said, as they turned the corner to the side of the school, where the buses
picked up and dropped off students.
"I somehow feel as though there's more we should talk about, Principal
Rafferton. But I guess we can talk more tomorrow. I guess I'm a little bit of a bad
girl, Principal Rafferton. I know I am." She turned to him, eyes hidden behind
her mirrored sunglasses. "But I'm sure you can understand that, can't you?"
He looked hard at her. He wished she wasn't wearing the sunglasses. He
wished he could see her eyes, so he could at least try to get a read on her
intentions. Was she going to get on that bus, head straight home, and tell her
mother and whichever father what she'd seen? Was she going to pretend it
hadn't happened, providing that he gave her special treatment? Was she
coming on to him? Did she want to go further down the path he had opened
before them both in that detention room? Oh God, what if she wanted it?
"Yes, I'm sure you can understand," she said, before flashing her sunburst smile and turning her head away from him.
He couldn't see her eyes for the mirrored sunglasses, but he was sure just
then that if he could, he would read desire in them. She wanted more. The
dirty little thing wanted to go further! She wanted him, pray God! Just from
the thought of it, an erection began to stir, and he changed the way he
walked. But no, no, it couldn't be. He was sweating from the heat; he knew
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his balding pate was shiny with perspiration, and that she saw it, a glaring
reminder of just how much older he was. In the heat, his polo shirt clung to
his sweaty paunch and his flabby chest; he pulled at his shirt self-consciously,
and he realized that she could not want him. He was disgusting to her. A pig.
He didn't have a chance. If only he didn't have to part from her, right then. If
he could just talk to her for a little while longer-feel her out, as it were. Find
out where he stood. Would he be receiving a phone call from the police later
that evening? Was it all going to pass over like a benign thunderstorm? Or
would she maybe turn a blind eye, for just a little more ... ?
"No. I don't think I'll be getting on that bus," she said, and George was
terrified: she was reading his mind now. But then he followed her gaze and
saw what she saw: the late bus was already pulling out of the parking lot.
"Would it be possible for you to give me a ride home, Principal
Rafferton?"
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Red Shoe Religion
Rory Cox

RED SHOE BILLIARDS WAS LARGE, BY POOL HALL STANDARDS. IT HOUSED THIRTEEN

tables, set up in two rows that ran back from the front desk where Big John,
Johnny Red Shoe-the owners and both former pros-or Hallie, Big John's
daughter, sat and watched over the hall, handing out balls and chalk and
squaring up with players at the end of the night.
It was always dark inside. There were no lights except for those over the
tables, the long shades like upside-down canoes dropping their light straight
down like a tent over each table. The felt glowed underneath them. On the
wall over every table was a picture, bordered by green or red neon light, of
some old image from a pool shark movie: Paul Newman leaning over to
take a shot in his white T-shirt and black slacks, Jackie Gleason smoking a
cigar over a game of eight-ball, or members of the Rat Pack gathered around
a table in their suits and ties. The pictures were Big John's idea. He thought
they added class to the place, and as long as Johnny Red Shoe was allowed
to turn off the neon borders over any table he was playing on-they were
distracting-he was fine with it.
Red Shoe was an inversion of most bar-and-pool halls found on the
South Side. Where most places had the bar up front, Red Shoe was green
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tabletops front to back. From the door you could hardly see the bar along
the back wall through the film of cigarette smoke that always sat stagnant
in the air. The smell was thick enough that Drew felt like he was chewing a
filter whenever he yawned it in.
Of course, Collins knew where the bar was. As he, Drew, and Morrin
pushed through the door, he walked right past the front desk, touching the
bill of his wool cap to say hi to Hallie, who sat with her chin propped in one
of her palms while she placidly pinched strands of her curly black hair out in
front of her face and let them spring back against her cheeks, and headed for
Big John's figure in the back, behind the bar. He was talking with Clarence
and Feeler, two of the black regulars, old men, even among the Tuesday night
crowd who shuffled in after bingo at St. Christina's. Clarence wore his black
cap Irish-style like Collins'. He and Collins would joke about their common
fashion sense, telling each other how good they looked, knowing that if they
shared more than a few words, Clarence would be shaming Collins for some
reason or another, and Collins would start cursing Clarence, and Big John
would be throwing out the younger of the two in no time.
"Hey, Hallie." Drew set his leather cue case down and crossed his arms
on the high desktop.
"Hey, guys." She swiveled on her stool and reached behind her for a tray
of balls, dropped two chalks on it, and set it on the counter. Her black
marble eyes woke up when she noticed Morrin. "Whoa, nice haircut, guy."
"Yeah." Morrin didn't look at her.
Hallie glanced from Drew to Morrin. Drew's eyes trailed off across the
carpet toward the door. His tongue played around the insides of his cheeks
the way it did whenever he was nervous, which was quite often around
Hallie. She was the kind of girl that made men realize marriage might not
be such a bad idea after all. Guys would come into the hall with their dates
and then leave them standing alone under a table lamp while they chatted
with Hallie at the front desk. She was a girl you could talk to and forget she
was a girl-until she laughed, anyway, when her small teeth came out and
her voice turned into a song. That was when most fell in love and realized
that this was someone they wanted to see every day. Hallie was great for
business.
Morrin just looked over the room.
"Table three good?"
"Yeah." Morrin took the tray and walked off into the hall. Hallie reached
beneath the desk, and the light over the third table from the back went on.
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"What up his ass?"
"I think he's still messed up. You know, about that thing." Drew
squinted through the dull smoke. He saw Morrin light a cigarette and leave
it dangling from his lips as he set the rack on the table. Ashing on the felt
could get them all kicked out.
Hallie reached under the desk to turn off the table light, but stopped and
went back to leaning on her palm.
Drew thought she looked irritated. "So, Hallie." He used her name frequently in conversation. He had heard somewhere that girls like it when you
say their name a lot. "Long night? Kill anybody yet?" He pretended to peer
over the desk where everyone knew Big John kept a handgun for securitycommon knowledge, and only acceptable because he used to be a cop.
Hallie shrugged her shoulders a bit. Drew tried to chuckle, but she must not
have caught the joke. He laughed louder, and when Hallie looked at him,
confused, he worked the smile off his face and asked her for a bag of popcorn. He decided the best thing would be to leave her alone, so he joined
Morrin and Collins at the table.
They played for an hour, taking turns at eight ball. Collins was better
than the other two and usually got annoyed and conversational about the
noticeably slower matches between Drew and Morrin.
"Easy shot," was his diagnosis before nearly all of their attempts.
After enough badgering and two pitchers of beer, they switched to nineball for faster games. Morrin disappeared after his second game and still
hadn't come back for three more. Collins and Drew downed another
pitcher, mostly through Collins' effort, before Drew put up his cue and took
a bathroom break.
By the time he returned, Collins was in the middle of a rack. Drew assumed
he was just playing a practice round with himself, but then he saw a young
black man standing next to the table, his hands cradling the tip of his cue.
Collins shrugged at Drew like it wasn't his decision to boot Drew from
the table. "Hey, I'm just playing this guy a few racks for a couple bucks. It
was Dandray, right?"
"DeAndre," he said, nodding at Drew.
Drew returned the nod. Then his face contorted and became severe,
quizzical. Something about DeAndre wasn't right. Nothing about his
appearance was particularly off. He was average height, maybe a little taller
than Drew, thin but mildly athletic, like a runner. He wore black jeans with
smoke wisps of golden designs sewn on the back pockets and onto the legs,
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a simple brown button-up shirt that hung open down past his chest, a white
T-shirt underneath, and matching brown shoes that caught hints of the table
lights with their polish.
Drew couldn't put a name to how DeAndre's presence made him feel. A
trickle of sweat ran down the back of his neck and his palms began to perspire. Collins seemed at ease, so why couldn't he relax? It could have been
something else. Drew scanned the room for Morrin. He was at the front
desk talking to Hallie, which made Drew a different kind of uncomfortable.
He couldn't figure it out so he sat down on a stool by the counter that ran
along the wall until his nerves settled on a cause for this flash of agitation.
Collins had the table, nine ball. He ran three balls, quick and full of crack,
before leaving himself trapped behind the rail and the eight ball when he was
supposed to be shooting on the five at the far end of the felt. DeAndre stood
at the opposite end of the table from Drew, watching Collins trudge from shot
to shot like he had mud on his shoes and somewhere else to be.
DeAndre never moved until it was his shot, except for when he had to
step back to allow Collins to circle the table like a hungry bull. On his turn
he would crane his body down over the table, extend his arm, and set his
middle, ring, and pinky fingertips delicately on the table. He rested the cue
in the crook between his thumb and index finger, the shaft sliding smoothly
along the length of his finger. Before he'd struck his first ball it was obvious
he was talented. He cleaned up the first rack after Collins. After two more
games that ended similarly, DeAndre seemed to lose interest. He gazed out
at the other tables. Maybe looking for someone better to play, Drew thought.
Drew recognized a level of introspection on DeAndre's face, particularly in
his eyes. His irises, dark as his pupils, moved over the room slowly, but with
a constant motion that made them seem like seeds swaying at the end of a
phantom tree limb. Drew imagined a mirror set of pupils that peered into
DeAndre's skull, scanning his thoughts as his outer pair scanned the room.
Then the trickle on the back of his neck began to gush, and sweat burst out
from all his pores, seeing DeAndre's profile, his thin build, his bored but busy
eyes. He was the one on the curb during the fight that put Morrin in the hospital with a smashed face. He was the one who gave up fighting along with
Drew while their friends were thinking about killing one another.
Collins didn't recognize him, Drew was certain of that. He would never
settle a score this way. He wasn't devious or patient enough to try and get
revenge at a pool table unless he was strangling someone on it. Drew felt
the need to end this game.
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"Shit, Colls." Drew pulled the two halves of his cue out of its case and
began screwing them together. Without looking directly at either of them he
spoke to DeAndre. "No offense, man, but I've been watching you beat my
guy here for like four games. Mind if I get back on?"
"Up to him," DeAndre shrugged.
Collins looked the table over, then scratched his head through his cap.
"Fuck it. One more, double or nothing." He slapped a handful of bills on
the table.
Drew recognized a certain firmness in Collins' voice. The way Collins
said "double or nothing" sounded almost like a threat. It would be double
for Collins or nothing for anyone. Drew pushed at his bottom lip with his
tongue until it went numb. The neon green picture frame over his head
clicked and flickered.
DeAndre shrugged again, this time to agree.
The game didn't last long, just long enough for Collins' frustration to
boil up into his face, turning it red as he chunked shot after shot. DeAndre
eased the last ball in, slow. He didn't wait for it to fall before walking down
the side of the table toward the money. Collins slipped down the other side
to meet him. DeAndre set his hand down on the small stack of bills just as
Collins arrived and shoved his arm away, spraying money across the corner
of the table and onto the floor. DeAndre looked at Collins, the same
boredom on his face. His busy eyes stopped squarely on Collins'. Drew
knew one of them had to recognize the other standing so close, staring each
other down. Collins stepped forward so that they were nearly nose to nose,
or nose to chin. Collins had a few inches over DeAndre.
Drew scooted to the edge of his stool, ready to start running toward the
bar in the back and hollering for Big John. He started shaping the words in
his head, as he was prone to mixing up the order or mashing sounds
together as they all tried to squeeze out at the same time whenever he got
excited. Collins had a dangerous look on his face, a thin-lipped smile that
stayed cemented in place. His scar was dead still. Drew knew it as an invitation for the other guy to take the first punch. Recognition or not, he
wanted to choke this guy. Rub him into the carpet.
"That's my money." DeAndre pointed at the bills on the table and floor
without taking his eyes off Collins'. His voice stayed flat, matter-of-fact.
"I'm gonna pick it up now."
"Do that." Collins sealed his lips again and sucked air through his nose,
puffing up his chest like a marine at attention.
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Drew was inching toward the seam between DeAndre's and Collins'
chests. He didn't remember standing up. DeAndre's eyes flicked toward
Drew and then back to Collins, recognizing that, maybe, he was being
trapped right now. Drew saw it and took an easy step back. He was being
included in something he didn't want. DeAndre reached toward the table
again. Collins put his palm into his shoulder and shoved him back a couple
steps. DeAndre looked at the floor and sighed.
"You know what? You keep that," he nodded at the bills on the table.
"You must need it more than me."
Drew slid in front of Collins, looking at DeAndre with shame and
apology creased into his forehead.
"Naw, that's yours, bro." Drew heard Collins donning his broken black
voice. "You a hustler," he mocked. "Hustle good, son. So hustle for that money."
DeAndre sighed again and looked over his shoulder toward the front
door. Drew followed his gaze and wondered where the hell Morrin went.
"Fucking chuckle-billies." DeAndre shook his head.
"WHAT?" Collins nearly plowed Drew into the table. Drew found his
feet, turned, and shoved his hands into Collins' armpits. He leaned into his
friend's chest with everything he had. It was like propping up a building
with a stick to keep it from falling over, but Drew had to try. With his face
mashed into Collins' shirt he could smell the grass and dried shit from
Morrin's yard. "OH, SAY THAT SHIT AGAIN, MOTHER FUCKER.
GIMME A REASON!" Collins raised his arm over Drew's head and thrust
a pointed finger at DeAndre.
"Fu-sh-" Drew's voice turned to mumbles in fog as he tried to
remember what words he wanted to use earlier. "Collins-John."
"COME ON, SHIT STAIN!" Collins put his forearm into Drew and
lifted him off the ground a couple feet toward DeAndre.
"SHIT," Drew found his voice. "JOHN, COLLS," he shouted under
Collins' arm toward the back of the room.
That was usually enough. At the bar in the back, Big John craned his head
away from a conversation with one of the regulars to see that the whoops and
curses he was hearing weren't just part of a close game. Collins was leaning
up against one of the tables and had his finger in some black kid's face. John
reached under the bar and flicked the table three light a few times. It blinked
on and off over Collins but didn't change him barking obscenities and moving
the whole table in front of him. The kid was a damn fool sometimes. He
would push a pool table around and tear up the carpet just to show some-
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body he could. Then John saw Drew's desperate red face growing out of
Collins' side and decided this might be serious enough to leave the bar.
Drew saw Big John's hulking shadow rushing up from the bar. He broke
through the angles of the table lights, light to dark to light. He seemed to
teleport from lamp to lamp, each time growing, like a monster on an old
movie reel, frame by frame. A couple feet from Collins, Big John's paper-bag
face sagged at the cheeks with fear. Drew watched him extend his hand
toward them and then pull it back across his eyes. Big John turned his whole
body away from them and POP!
A firecracker went off behind Drew's head, someone spit on his neck,
Collins straightened up, Drew spun around and fell back into him,
DeAndre's knees buckled, they hit the ground with a sick crack, he tipped
forward, his shoulders thumped against the pool table, his head bounced
against the felt, he sloughed off sideways and lay on the ground on his back,
his knees bent to the side, his head turned the other way, lips open, midword, his eyes open, staring through the shadows under the row of tables,
they hadn't changed, he still looked bored, red bubbled like a choked
drinking fountain high on the back of his head.
Morrin stood where DeAndre had been a moment ago with the pistol
from the front desk at his side. The sound of the gun had blown all the noise
out of the room, the way an explosion knocks the air out of a fire, kills it.
Everyone in the hall became one of the pictures on the wall, silent and
watching. Drew felt like every light in the place had gone out except the one
over their table.
Big John, who had ducked below the opposite side of the table from
Morrin when the gun went off, got to his feet and walked around the table
slow and calm. The rest of the room took their cue from him. He had been a
cop; he knew situations like this and worse. Everyone else waited for his reaction to decide their own. Enough of the regulars knew that most shootings
were bad guys killing bad guys. John finished many of his stories from when
he was on the force with those words: "Just bad guys killing bad guys."
Sometimes, he acknowledged, it was cops killing bad guys, but that was the
same thing. Just another kind of bad guy. A few of the younger patrons had
to be corralled by the regulars, their dates calmed and taken to the booths
near the front door, away from the scene. The rest fluttered in and hovered in
a scattered arc around the tables where Big John inched around DeAndre's
body; Drew and Collins were half sprawled across the table, and Morrin
stood with his arms dangling heavy at his sides and the gun in his hand.
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He felt sweat bead out from his pores and cool immediately, like wind
blowing straight through his T-shirt. His shoulder twitched forward and
relaxed, then twitched and relaxed again. The gun swung like a heavy pendulum toward DeAndre's body and weakly back to Morrin's side. He
wanted to kill him more but felt horror in the muscles around his neck at
the same time. His finger tensed on the trigger. There were more bullets to
be used. He thought he might shoot a round into the floor. He wanted to
feel the gun jump again in his hand. The red gurgle stopped and the blood
started to look like jelly. The man's head was so hard and unsatisfying.
Morrin wanted to shoot something soft, something fat and tender that
might explode and gush. But DeAndre was dead. There was nothing left to
do. He felt needles in his hand. They prickled up his arm, like chunking a
baseball with a bat, like his arm was falling asleep or waking up, numb and
painful at the same time. It crawled into his head. With his free hand, he
rubbed his scalp, front to back, over and over again. The needles inside his
hand stabbed against the stubble on his scalp. He grated his palm against it.
If he had more hair, he might have pulled at it. Nothing felt right. The gun
didn't feel good, the pain didn't feel good, the rubbing, none of it. Morrin
squeezed his eyes shut, but it didn't help. It made him feel queasy.
"Goddamn it." Morrin crossed himself. Most people mistook the gesture for something more penitent than it was.
Big John edged around the body. With his left hand he gripped Morrin's
forearm and slipped his right hand into Morrin's, tucking his finger under
Morrin's on the trigger. The gun transplanted itself into John's palm like he had
done this sort of thing before. Pointing it away, toward the ground, he set the
safety and placed it on the pool table several inches from the specks of blood.
Big John put his hand on Morrin's back, his fingers spread from
shoulder blade to shoulder blade. He walked him to the bar in the back,
kneading his neck with his thumb and index finger, like a father. The halo
of other patrons parted to let them pass. He sat Morrin down on a stool,
poured a glass of water, opened a beer, and set them in front of him.
"We're closed." Big John waved off the crowd. Hallie had come across
the room and talked quietly into the phone at the end of the bar. The police
were on their way. Clarence and Feeler leaned over the bar a ways down
from Morrin and whispered with John until they were satisfied that he had
things under control and that they had a responsibility to fulfill in the
matter. They trotted toward the front, where the crowd had gathered
around the desk but not yet left after John told them to.
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"C'mon, outside means outside." Clarence pulled his jacket on as he
walked. "Police are coming, y'all got to go."
Feeler held up his cane and herded them out.
Collins paced toward Morrin at the bar, stopped short of him, paced
back to the table with the blood specks on it, then back toward Morrin
again. Drew watched him. He looked like he was trapped between his murderer friend and the dead body. Drew stayed by DeAndre, sitting on the
floor under the counter along the wall. The chewed red mark on his head
didn't seem real. He didn't think this was how it was supposed to look when
someone got shot. The hole was so small and precise, the blood dried in such
a thin line down the back of his head and barely made a puddle on the
carpet. How could this kill anybody?
Drew put his hand out to nudge him, check for something still moving
under his skin, inside his chest. Before his fingers made contact with
DeAndre's shirt, a thought traveled down Drew's arm and made them
shrivel away. His bent knees and open eyes, the irises reflecting shaky light
like they were still moving-this was how he had looked on the curb outside the car during the fight. Drew's eyes felt itchy on the inside and swollen.
Again, he thought about being carried away by his friends, the jerking
motions of his life, of Collins' truck, of Morrin's car, of feeling like he was
always being dragged into walls. He rubbed his face with his palms, and
watery snot pooled around the edges of his nostrils. He sniffed it back, but
it returned almost immediately. "Sorry," felt thick in his throat. He wanted
to say it to someone. There was no one with him, and then his nose and his
eyes let go; he cried without a sound and let the tears drop salt into his
mouth and down his neck. They seeped into the collar of his shirt. He pulled
his arms and legs into himself and disappeared under the shadow of the
counter. This was his fault. He let everything happen to DeAndre, and to
himself. This is all you ever do. You think, you watch, this should be your
grave, you piece of shit.
Drew wouldn't stop or come out for hours, not until the police and ambulance had come and gone, not until Morrin and Collins were both bent over a
table with handcuffs behind their backs, not until they were pulled out of Red
Shoe by night cops in black bullet-proof jackets, not until Big John bent down
beneath the counter and asked him to save Collins and Morrin.

Rory Cox
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Peaches
Stephen Tartaglione

THE FIRE NEARLY SWALLOWED PEACHES, A BEAGLE FATHER DON KEPT CHAINED TO

a bike rack near the parish doors. I came out onto the porch in time to see
Father Don running out with his arms in the air like he was welcoming
Jesus, like Jesus himself was standing there with a pillow and an overnight
bag. My younger brother Daniel and I watched from two houses over, where
we lived with Uncle Lloyd. Daniel was whittling something with Dad's old
pocket knife because that's what he did when he sat in the bench swing that
creaked like the bolts would come loose from the roof every time we rocked
with a little bit of gusto. He had yelled, "Come see, come see," so I ran from
the only chair in the living room. Uncle Lloyd sold the couch years before
we came to live with him because he didn't have a wife and he didn't entertain, so he didn't need more than one chair. He lost his job at John Deere
just before we moved in, so he never had the money to buy a couch to
accommodate two new bodies in the house. I was writing a letter to my
father, who had been dead for months, but that's grieving, I suppose. Daniel
had refused to take out the trash that morning and I was asking Dad for
some advice on the matter.
Father Don yelled, "My Peaches, my Peaches," and threw himself

320

Stephen Tartaglione

between the dog and the flaming St. Thomas birdbath. Someone had filled
the bath with gasoline, just enough to pool at the bottom, and from the
porch, I thought maybe it was prettier that way. St. Thomas coddled the
flames to his chest like a mother, almost, and the smoke curled up soft and
slow, as if leaving a pipe. Father Don's shouts and spasms kept things
urgent. He took the beagle close, its neck in his armpit, and he hugged
Peaches to a sit. Father Don jogged in the mornings in a windbreaker and
Keds. His hair, long over the ears, bounced like a loose wig when he ran. It
was real, he swore once when Daniel asked, and even showed us a few gray
hairs that he said each man gets when he turns forty.
The neighbors took to their lawns in herds, grazing slowly to property
lines, whispering God knows what to each other. They gathered across the
street, close enough to get a good eye, but far enough away that it wasn't their
business. Father Don wrapped a sweater around his arm and tried to pat out
the flames. He pawed at the fire like a cat testing its reflection, tentative at first,
then more wildly when it proved ineffective. He fanned his arm, but managed
only to wave off some of the smoke. Through the thick elms lining both sides
of Bluff Street, the fire trucks sounded like they were two towns over.
Mr. Thompson tried pulling his garden hose across the street to be a
hero or maybe to speed things up so he could get back to his meatloaf. He
was a stout man who, earlier in the summer, raised hell when Daniel fell off
his bike, grabbed Mr. Thompson's mailbox for support, and pulled it clean
out of the ground. Daniel had to pay to replace it and I lent him some of the
money I had been saving for new speakers. You can't ask a twelve-year-old
to pay for something expensive like a mailbox. Mr. Thompson carried the
hose off his hip with both hands behind him. Every few feet, he stopped,
tugged hard on the line, and heaved the hose forward until the reel gave the
hose some slack. With each yank, he let out an exhausted sigh.
"He grunts like a boll weevil," Daniel said. At twelve, Daniel thought he
knew a whole lot about everything, even the things he couldn't see or taste
or hear. He stood up, leaned his weight forward against the porch railing,
and inspected Mr. Thompson. "He'll never put that out with water. Rule
One of gas fires."
As Mr. Thompson reached the tree lawn, the hose pulled taught, kinked,
and released from his grip. The children standing on the curb beside him
laughed. Parents hugged their children back into their yards.
"Suppose the church catches," I said, just as Father Don's sleeve caught
fire. Mr. Thompson, perhaps to reclaim some pride, hustled across the street
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and drove Father Don shoulder-first into the grass. The children cheered.
Parents sucked air.
"Who fills a birdbath with gasoline?" I said.
Daniel didn't answer. When I turned to ask again, he was trying to open
the screen door real quiet.
I pushed it closed before he could sneak inside. "Christ, Danny, what'd
you do?"
"Nothing," he said, as if hurt by the accusation. He went to pull the
door back open, but I grabbed his wrist.
When we were younger, my remote-controlled truck went missing, and
Daniel swore up and down he never touched it. He bawled and accused me
of hating him. I felt so terrible I tracked the ice cream man down on foot from
a block away, just to buy some forgiveness. One Bombpop and plenty of tears
later, Daniel said he was sorry and pulled the truck from under his bed. The
front wheels were kicked in like the truck was pigeon-toed. The words, I hate
Birch were painted across the hood in my mother's pink nail polish.
On the porch, as I leaned against the screen door and held onto Daniel,
he looked at me with that same quivering lip, with the same high eyebrows
that said, "Who me? Yes, me. My God, I'm sorry."
"Run upstairs," I said. "Go in the closet and hide, idiot." I thought of
what my parents would have said to Daniel had they not hit the garbage
truck with their Honda.
"It's not my fault," Daniel said. He sucked on his top lip so he wouldn't
break into sobs.
I kicked him in the ass and told him to scoot before I got angry, like
Mom would say. He tripped up the steps and resorted to climbing on all
fours like a bear.
Across the street, a woman in an apron rested her head on the shoulder
of an elderly man. Both prayed. The man made the sign of the cross over his
sweatshirt. I hadn't met them yet. Daniel and I had only been in town for two
months and unless you mow lawns or deliver papers, you don't get to know
many neighbors over the summer. We left for Catlow, Iowa with Uncle Lloyd
the day after the funeral, after we buried Mom and Dad in Chicago.
There aren't usually welcome wagons for two boys, twelve and seventeen, who move in with an uncle following the death of both parents. Mom
had a younger brother in Uncle Lloyd, and Dad had no one-a fact not lost
on Daniel and me when it came time for someone to look after us. Uncle
Lloyd stepped up because there was no one else who could. Nothing says
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love like forced hands and obligation. Since the move, Daniel and I had
grown tired of each other in every way two brothers can grow tired. Food
tasted worse with Daniel in the room. He said I breathed crooked when I
read. With two weeks before school started, we were ready to make a go of
it on our own. Knowing that Daniel torched the birdbath should have made
those desires feel all the more urgent, but they didn't. If anything, I hurt for
him. I worried over losing more family.
Some of the younger boys standing on the curb scooped up rocks and
pieces of asphalt and chucked them at the birdbath while Father Don and
Mr. Thompson rolled around. One boy, wearing an extra-large white T-shirt
that hung so low it looked like a dress, ran out into the street to grab more
projectiles and took a rock to the eye. He yelped, fell to his knees, and
buried his face in his shirt. The remaining boys fled behind a house, leaving
their friend in the street, and a mother took off after them. The injured boy,
holding his eye, crawled to the tree lawn, sprawled out in the grass facedown, and waited for someone to tend to him.
I thought it best to get my uncle. He was good with the fire pit in our
own backyard yard and would be busy enough tending to the flames that I
could figure out what to do with Daniel on my own. When I walked into
the house, he was sitting on the arm of his one chair, a mustard wingback
with two of the legs duct taped. He was reading the letter I'd written to my
father. With his thumb and index finger, he pinched the corners of his mouth
and studied the words like an exam.
"Is this healthy?" he asked.
"I don't know yet," I said.
"Birch," he said. His eyes, even before my mother and father careened
into the face of that truck, had always been wet. People that met him always
asked if he was all right and sometimes they would touch him gently on the
shoulder while he was shopping for discounts on peanut butter and canned
beans. His face was long, unlike my mother's, but their noses were the same.
Just down from the bridge, right between their eyes, their noses had the
same little bump that looked like it had been broken years ago. When I
couldn't cry at the funeral, when there was too much business going on and
I needed to feel emotional, I stood in front of Uncle Lloyd for a good minute
and looked directly at his nose. I started pretending it was my mother's nose
and then, all of a sudden, it was, and the tears wouldn't stop.
Mom once caught me chewing on the armrest of a chair my father built
with his bare hands. That's where I got the name Birch. My given name is
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Joshua. A birch tipped after a storm and Dad pulled it up and spent a
summer in the backyard shaping it. I was three when it happened and Mom
loved the bite marks so much she had me sign just above them with a
marker. Dad loved it, too. Growing up, I thought carpentry was our bond.
But I cut my finger up with his knife trying to make a sword out of a branch
when I was six and he decided maybe I wasn't suited for woodworking. He
eventually taught Daniel to carve and whittle. He gave Daniel his knife and
me his old adventure novels.
"Are you sending these?" Uncle Lloyd asked.
"No, not really," I said. "I sent one to our house just to see if the new
owners would send it back. I attached another envelope, one that said it was
from Dad, but nobody responded."
"How could they?"
"It's just a letter."
"Christ," he said, as if exhausted by the conversation.
"Father Don's birdbath is on fire," I said.
Uncle Lloyd went to the porch and whistled half-surprised like he
expected something worse. He whistled lazy, as if to say, "Well, would you
believe," without really meaning it.
In the shed out back, Uncle Lloyd kicked the weed trimmer from atop
a sandbag and asked why there was so much junk back here.
"I don't know," I said.
"Seems a theme, lately," he said. He bent down, tucked both arms under
the sandbag, and lifted it to his chest.
I opened the shed door and watched him take off between the houses at
a jog. While running, he slung the bag, some fifty pounds, atop his shoulder
and held it like a boom box. I followed after him, taken by the moment,
taken by Uncle Lloyd's activism, and forgot entirely about Daniel hiding in
the closet upstairs with a blanket over his head like a scared, plaid ghost.
When Uncle Lloyd crossed the lawns with a sandbag over his shoulder,
Father Don and Mr. Thompson stopped wrestling. The trucks still hadn't
arrived and I wondered if they were even headed in our direction.
"Thank you, Lloyd, thank you," Father Don kept saying.
Uncle Lloyd dropped the bag into the grass and tore it open with his
hands. Mr. Thompson stepped back to the street with his arms crossed.
"Get the kids in the house," he yelled to his wife.
Uncle Lloyd lifted the bag, rested it in the crook of his neck, and positioned the hole torn in the corner like a spout off his shoulder. He tilted his
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frame, bent at the waist as if his top half was attached with a hinge, and let
small drifts of sand fall into the birdbath. Small streams of gas and fire
dripped down the cement bath. While pouring, Uncle Lloyd stomped out
clomps of flaming grass. Father Don ran over to help, pulling on his black
slacks at the thighs to keep his pants from catching fire at the ankles. Mr.
Thompson walked back to his yard, his shoulders slumped, and rolled up
his hose. Uncle Lloyd rained sand onto the birdbath until the bag was
empty, swallowing the fire so quickly that nothing smoldered. The few wisps
of smoke that remained floated off and disappeared. The only evidence of
the fire, apart from the sand and charred sections of St. Thomas, was the
faint smell of a started lawnmower, a tinge of four-cycle gasoline that hung
over the parish lawn. Uncle Lloyd coughed, trying to catch his breath.
"Thank you, Lloyd. Thank you," Father Don said. He stopped and
watched Peaches bite at a sand mound in the grass. "I can pay for the sand
no problem."
Daniel and I had planned to build a horseshoe pit when we first moved
in, but Uncle Lloyd never had the time, or had too much time and chose to
fish or sit in the diner on Locust and drink coffee or go to the high school
fields and put money on the summer league baseball games.
"Consider it a donation," Uncle Lloyd said, still breathing heavy. He felt
his breast pocket for his cigarettes. "Where's your brother?" he asked when
I walked over with his matches, the ones Daniel left on the porch swing.
"Fishing, I think," I said, wishing then that I'd actually told Daniel to
meet me at the river, that it'd be near impossible to sneak him out of the
house once the fire department arrived.
"Who would do this?" Father Don asked. He hugged Peaches around
the neck and stroked his hide with a slow, open palm.
Two fire trucks pulled up when Uncle Lloyd was in the shed looking for
a shovel. They turned the sirens off and crept down the street like the neighbors were judging their response time. The boys with the rocks returned,
seemingly unafraid of their parents' wrath, and motioned for the trucks to
flip on their sirens. The boy in the T-shirt found his friends and joined in
their gesturing, apparently deciding that fire trucks on his street far outweighed any grudge he might hold for taking a rock to the eye.
When Mr. Thompson a pp roached a fireman tying one of his boots and
asked him what's the point of having a fire department if the neighborhood
is left to fend for itself, I snuck back to the house to tend to Daniel. He came
out of the closet when I closed the bedroom door and locked it. His eyes

Stephen Tartaglione

325

were red and snot clung to the rims of his nostrils.
"Uncle Lloyd doused the flames with sand," I said. "Like he'd done it before.
He didn't even gloat. He's over there shoveling the mess while Father Don talks
to the fire department. They're just standing around with nothing to do."
Daniel pressed his nose against the window and craned his neck to the
side, trying to catch glimpses of the men two doors down. "I can't see anything but trucks."
"It's a mess," I said.
"The trucks aren't as big as I thought," he said. He snorted a breath or
two, like he was working air through his snot-nose, and sat on the edge of
his bed. "I'm in trouble, right?"
The neighbors welcomed a squad car as it pulled in opposite the fire
trucks. "Could be," I said. "Cops are here."
"It was an accident," Daniel said. His hands trembled and he sat on
them. "I was outside, I don't know. I was lonely." He turned away and
sobbed into his shirt collar. "I lit my sock lint with a match, then two
matches with another match. I found gasoline in the garage next to the
lawnmower and I don't know."
"That's not an accident," I said. I tried thinking about what else Dad
might say, but all that came to me was a sort of low-in-the-throat grumble
that I knew wouldn't take.
"Yes it was," he said, choking back phlegm.
"The dog," I said. "Peaches."
"I had to run before people came out, Birch. I had to run. I'm sorry
about the dog, is he OK? Is he burned?"
"He's dead," I lied. I don't know why, but it felt like something Dad
would have said to teach him a lesson.
Daniel fell to the floor like he'd been struck from behind. He cried so
loud I grabbed a pillow and pushed it into the back of his head to muffle
the cries. He wailed and snotted all over the carpet before grabbing the
pillow from my hands, then placed it over his face and yelled nonsense into
the down feathers and cotton.
I sat next to him on the floor and stroked his back like Father Don
rubbed Peaches. "He'll be OK," I said, trying to shush him. "He's not deaddead. He's not dead at all. Don't be mad. He's fine, all fine."
"For true?" Daniel asked, lifting the pillow from his face. His sobbing
slowed some and he sat up. When the trembling stopped, he snorted and
blew his nose into the bedspread.
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I got up, opened the window, and looked to the church. One fireman
removed his helmet and placed an arm around Father Don, who leaned into
the hug and rested his head on the man's shoulder. Peaches bounded from
person to person, nestling his snout into crotches, begging for ear scratches
and head rubs. Another fireman, mustached and round, held onto a garbage
can while Uncle Lloyd shoveled in the remaining sand. The police officers
met with the fire department before dispersing. One pulled Father Don aside
and took notes, shaking his head every so often to convey some semblance
of understanding. The other officer, a lanky man with a mop of blond hair,
crossed the street and talked to a group of neighbors huddled around Mr.
Thompson's mailbox.
"They're asking questions," I said. "We should go."
"And tell them?" Daniel squeaked.
"No, let's go to the river," I said. When Dad and Mom needed a break
from things, from each other, mainly, they agreed to afternoon time-outs.
Mom usually went to the Davis to catch a movie and Dad walked to the
hardware store on Kedzie where he talked with other customers about fertilizer or the proper way to rake leaves. When they came back hours later,
everything seemed fine. Dad would come in from the garage, kiss Mom on
the forehead, and rub her neck while she made dinner.
I snuck out back into the shed, grabbed Uncle Lloyd's fishing pole and
tackle box, and clapped twice when it was clear for Daniel to leave out the
utility room door. The door swung open, rattled against the aluminum
siding, and Daniel sprinted thirty yards through the yard to the fence gate
·t hat opened up into the water retention field behind the house. He dropped
a pack of hot dogs in the grass, jimmied the lock, and raced through the gate
like his ass was aflame. "I'll be at the bend," he called out behind him.
"Where the fish wash up on the rocks." I stuffed the hot dogs in the tackle
box and walked after him, watching him flee until his bowed knees and outturned elbows disappeared over the field's small ridge that kept rain water
from pooling in our lawns.
I found Daniel at the bend sitting on driftwood. His hands were in his
jeans pockets, but his knees moved up and down like he was still running.
"Did anyone follow you?" he said.
"No," I said. "But I didn't really look."
"It was an accident," he said. "I promise."
"You poured gasoline and set a match. Lightning didn't strike."
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"It could have."
"It didn't," I said, and handed him the tackle box. He fingered a hot dog
from the plastic, tore it to bits, and threw the slippery handful into the river.
Daniel grabbed the pole and tried to weave a whole hot dog onto the
hook. He held the pole upright between his thighs and twisted the meat, contorting it into a pretzel-like mass, until both the hot dog and the line snapped.
As I pulled more line from the tackle box, a boat raced close to the shore,
pulling a girl on water skis. Her toothpick legs angled out, forming a triangle
with the top of the water. She let go with one hand and waved to her mother,
who was standing at the end of the boat taking a video. Her father, wearing
a baseball cap turned backwards, steered while watching his daughter over
his shoulder. A shirtless boy, not much younger than Daniel, whipped a towel
over his head and hollered something birdlike to us on the riverbank.
"What a dip," Daniel said. He dropped the pole and flapped his arms
like a gull. "Squawk," he yelled. "Squawk, you idiot!" He echoed the calls
across the water until the boat rounded the bend downriver and vanished,
leaving us with the faint hum of the engine and Daniel's gull calls.
"I wish a hawk would swoop down and carry them off," he said when his
arms finally grew tired. "I hope their boat hits a log and they're eaten by gators."
"That's not nice," I said, pulling Daniel in for a hug.
"It's true," he said. "I wish a hawk came down and carried us back to
Chicago."
"Do you want them dead or us in Chicago?"
"There can be two hawks," he said. "A momma and poppa."
"You want to live with a hawk family?" I asked.
"Any family," he said, blowing his nose into my shirt.
When I thought about curling up in a warm nest next to Daniel it wasn't
so bad. Family was family, and if it meant some bird had to come in and
gurgle worms down my beak, if it meant we were safe and cared for, if it
meant leaving pain and longing aside, leaving only the basic animal needs
of shelter and food and family, I would gladly choose a hawk family over
Uncle Lloyd and the strangers of Catlow. For the first time in a long while,
I felt Daniel and I were seeing eye to eye. And suddenly, I missed my parents
more than ever.
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Buried,
excerpt from Breaking Up with Big Sue
Marc Paoletti

THE CREW CALLED THE STOCKHOUSE FOREMAN SQUIRREL BECAUSE HE WAS THE SIZE
of a stepstool, had buck teeth and beady eyes, and was always up in your
business, trying to steal your nuts, and by that I mean trying to take credit
for whatever you did. I don't know if he knew why people gave him that
nickname, but he seemed to relish it just the same. To that end, he coached
me the same way every day so he could claim he "told me so" if I got something right or wrong, had his chattering, squirrel-like spiel down pat even
though it was my third year there. As a freshman, I'd pushed Dad to secure
a Child Labor Law exemption so I could work at the mill because the
money was pretty good, but also because I got to spend time with Dad, my
favorite moments coming at the end of my four-hour turn when we ate
bologna and butter sandwiches together. Even though Dad never said much,
I was happy for whatever time I could get with him.
Me and Squirrel were in the overflow area of the stockhouse surrounded
by mountains of red ore, shiny coal, and white limestone, which made it feel
like we were on the surface of Mars. I wanted to get on with Dad's test because
passing it meant the ultimate prize: a steady job after I graduated, something
I'd been pushing for since teachers began foisting college applications on us.
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But, as usual, Squirrel gripped my shoulder like he was gauging sub-par
steak at the Pump-n-Munch.
"To do this job, you need depth perception, got it?" he yelled over the
conveyor-belt screech of the skip cars. "That's the ability to judge distance
between you and an object. You also need static strength to exert maximum
muscle force to push, pull, or lift an object. You need dynamic power to exert
muscle force on an object repeatedly with minimum fatigue. Are you listening
to me, Ben? Are you listening? Because these concepts are critical. You need
core flexibility to bend, stretch, twist, and reach for an object. You need linear
sense to arrange objects in a pattern, and you need peripheral vision to see the
objects around you when you're looking straight ahead. Got it?"
"I got it, I got it," I told him, but truthfully, I hadn't listened to a word
he'd said because I'd been wondering what the hell Tami could have said to
Paul to get him to sabotage our prank and earn me a week of study hall
detention on top of that.
Squirrel regarded me dubiously. "Your dad said you can test on the skip
cars or on the turnaround machine. Your choice."
The turnaround machine was a big, mushroom-shaped contraption that
pivoted steel slabs before they were pushed further down the line. Second
day on the job, I saw a guy fall into the sluice that washed iron scale from
those slabs. He was swept tumbling and screaming into a giant pipe underneath the floor, and by the time they pulled him from the dross tanks, he
was dead. Only served to reinforce my personal mantra: play it safe, stupid.
"Skip cars," I said. "Is Dad still in a good mood? He was this morning."
"You'll pass or fail per the merits I just described," Squirrel snapped.
Dad tested me whenever I wanted something. Last year, I wanted
Christmas Eve off and had to monitor outgoing slag shipments to earn it. I
failed because I tallied semitrailers but left out railcars. To earn a dollar-anhour raise, I had to make sure Grade-A scrap was loaded into the oxygen
furnace, but failed there, too, because apparently refrigerator coils aren't
considered high grade, but shitty car grills are. Keep the casting machine's
water nozzles from clogging? Fail. Guide coil steel sheets off the roughing
stands? Fail. Get the senior crew's sandwich order right? Fail, but that
totally should have been a pass because I swear one of those guys ordered
tuna and then later said he ordered chicken salad.
If today at school had been a test, Paul would have gotten the biggest
fucking fail of all.
Anyway, like I said, now I wanted a steady job and, truthfully, I wasn't
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optimistic about my chances, but didn't want to even entertain the alternative.
"OK," Squirrel said, glancing at his watch. "Skip cars it is. Your turn
starts now."
I put on my red apprentice hard hat and dust mask, grabbed a shovel,
and bolted to a pair of quarter-ton skip cars parked at the foot of a massive,
trestle-like apparatus called a skip bridge that slanted up a sharp thirty
degrees and stretched three hundred feet to the top of Big Sue. The main
chamber of the stockhouse was a subterranean lair hot as Hell's asshole
where you couldn't hear yourself think because of wailing twenty-foot fans
that were supposed to keep you cool, but really only whipped up ore dust
that tinted the air red and could smother you if you took off your mask.
I didn't have real long to wait until the next round of self-propelled railcars rumbled onto the trestle directly above the stockhouse, which shook
the walls like King Kong was wailing against them with his giant monkey
fists, and then came the earsplitting metallic clangs as pellets, limestone,
sinter, and coke were poured into storage bins according to the pig-iron
recipe of the day. I glanced up as hatches in the roof forty feet above
screeched open and released the avalanche of offloaded ore to fill the skip
cars. That should have been the end of it except the mill's equipment was
older than Dracula's dick, which meant, more often than not (like right
now), the railcars failed to align properly with the skip cars and most of the
ore ended up on the floor-a million coarse chips clacking toward me,
pluming red dust. Before I knew it, I was standing knee-high in the stuff, the
weight of it pressing heavy against my bones.
Thafs where the test came in. I had to shovel the ore back into the skip
cars in twenty minutes flat or the conveyor belt's weight-sensitive alarm
would go off and shut down the skip bridge. Shut-downs happened maybe
five times every twenty-four hours, but if I wanted to pass Dad's test, I
couldn't let it happen a single time during my four-hour turn.
After today, I knew I couldn't rely on Paul to help me with anything, but
here, I didn't have to. I was surrounded by the stockhouse crew, who were
little more than crimson shadows in the ore dust, but I knew them by shape,
by movement. Unlike Squirrel, they treated you solid. As blue hard-hat veterans, they looked out for me, taught me things that helped on the job, and
I appreciated it. Darling taught me to hang my sack lunch from a chain or
the rats would get it; Voyager warned me not to wear rings or belt buckles
because they could conduct enough heat to burn through cloth, flesh, and
bone; Eagle told me to write my name and Social Security number on my boots
because they were most likely to survive an accident intact; Wormy told me to
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drink a gallon of water every ninety minutes or risk dehydration; Granny never
let me forget that steel was the lifeblood of IronPort; Hacker told me what to
tell Mom when she tried to convince me to follow a different path: "You can
work in a distant part of the mill, and still never feel lonesome."
I waved a greeting to all of them and then got to work shoveling. Just
so you know, you've really got to put muscle behind the shovel blade when
you're digging ore chips because they aren't slick and easy like sand, they're
raw and pointed and put up a fight when you try to scoop them up. You
have to rock the shovel handle from side to side like a motherfucker to
wedge and scrape the blade in deep, and then you have to lever your body
to get the full blade up and keep it steady so you can toss the ore chips into
the skip car. Once you do, you can't even hear the satisfying boom of contact because of the damn fans. The pile jerks down a few inches with every
full blade, not nearly fast enough, it seems, and you have to shovel over and
over constantly, without stop, shoulders and elbows aching, rivers of sweat
pouring down your face, chest and back, because as long as the blast furnaces are fired up, the ore keeps coming. Shovel more limestone than ore,
you look like Al Pacino's nose in Scarface; shovel more ore than limestone,
you look seasoned with chili powder. As much as I hated shoveling, I liked
to watch the skip cars chug up the three hundred feet of conveyor-belt track
to dump the ore I loaded into the mouth of a blast furnace. When that happened, the blast furnace would unleash a spinning column of flame and gray
smoke that could be seen all over town. The predictable flare made me feel
safe, I guess, rooted in a spot where I thought I belonged.
I filled skip car after skip car as the crew, knowing what was at stake,
whooped and laughed and joked and urged me on. "We're rootin' for you,
kid!" Hacker bellowed from behind a forest of electrical cables. "I can barely
see you, you're shoveling so fast!" Darling called on her way to the scrap-metal
heap. I paused from my frantic rhythm to wipe sweat from my forehead with
a grimy sleeve when Paul's smug face floated into my head again, followed by
the succulent curve of Tami's boobs pressed against her white, off-the-shoulder
sweatshirt, but also her smug face, too. See, I knew Paul's biology class was
scheduled to dissect fetal pigs that day, and I could totally picture Tami
offering to be Paul's lab partner so they could stand shoulder to shoulder as
they tied the legs of the pig to the waxy dissecting pan with string. "You make
the first incision!" Paul would say, and she'd answer, "No, you make the first
incision!" and they'd giggle in a way that was a lot more sickening than fetal
pig innards before holding the scalpel together like they were cutting a wedding cake or something, and then they'd slide the blade from the pig's throat
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to its lower abdomen, at which point Tami would say, "I can see the jugular!"
and Paul would compliment her cutting prowess while completely failing to
mention the arteries had been pre-injected with bright red latex so any idiot
could spot them. I should have been happy for Paul, I guess, but thinking about
that getting-to-know-you dance over the fetal pig made me totally feel like I
was being fed to Big Sue, like I was tumbling end over end into the blast furnace's superheated darkness before my flesh exploded and created its own spiraling flash of flame and smoke.
When the final load of ore spilled across the floor and buried me to my
knees, I realized I was gritting my teeth and swinging the shovel like a golf
club, smacking ore chips across the stockhouse with the flat of the blade
while screaming, "Not a good idea!" over and over until the shovel slipped
from my hands and flipped end over end into the crimson fog. Hacker and
Darling rushed over.
"Jeez, Ben, are you OK?" Darling asked. She was all wiry muscle in her
gray jumpsuit and could kick anybody's ass in arm wrestling. I'd seen guys
cry after she beat them.
"I got this!" I yelled, dropping to all fours, and shoveling ore into the
skip cars with my hands. This was the last load and I'd be damned if I'd let
Paul fuck me up at the very end of the test, so I pitched in double-handful
after double-handful, panting and wheezing like an asthmatic because
without the leverage of a shovel, you had to really bend and twist and
extend yourself to get the job done. I pitched ore into the skip cars like I was
bailing water out of a sinking lifeboat, biceps and shoulders burning, until
the cars finally chugged up the conveyer belt. I'd done it.
"Rad," I mumbled and plopped on my ass, drenched and exhausted.
Voyager and Granny had joined Hacker and Darling. They pulled me to
my feet and whisked me from the stockroom into the clean air outside,
which felt cool on my exposed, sweaty skin. As I pulled off my dust mask
for a crisp lungful of non-filtered air, they clambered around, cheering, until
they went quiet, suddenly. That could only mean one thing.
Sure enough, Dad stood in the doorway behind us. Squirrel was one step
behind him. We were all streaked with ore and soot and sweat, but Dad's
gray jumpsuit looked as clean as it did this morning even though I knew
he'd been working the casthouse all day.
Compared to the crew, Dad looked more solid, like he was welded
together better or something. His eyes were the silver-gray of carbon steel,
his black hair was slicked with heat resistant gel, and he moved real
smooth-a high-rise frame swaying in the wind, his limbs like columns and
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beams, his joints like rivets and bolts, all resisting pressures I couldn't even
begin to understand.
"How'd it go?" Dad asked Squirrel.
"No conveyor alarms," Squirrel said, "but he lost his shovel at the end."
"That true?" Dad asked me.
"Yeah, but-"
Dad held up a hand and looked at Squirrel. "You coach him on the
importance of dynamic power? Of core flexibility?"
"Yup," Squirrel said.
I knew Dad knew the answer and asked to make a point. Voyager,
Granny, Hacker, and Darling listened to Dad with rapt, respectful attention,
not saying a word.
"Ain't a pass, then," Dad replied.
I felt heat rise in my chest. "I filled up the skip cars! There was no damn
alarm!"
"Watch your language, son. How you fill 'em up is important, too."
"Would've been nice to know that beforehand."
Dad shook his head. "Gives me no pleasure to do this, Ben."
My stomach went tight. This was heading in a direction I hadn't
expected. "Do what?"
"Let you go."
"Letting me go, as in you're not giving me a permanent job?" When he
looked at me evenly, I knew what he meant. "You're firing me for a
shovel?!"
"If a machine does its job, but throws gears and bolts, it ain't really doing
its job, is it?" Dad looked at the crew. "Your concern is appreciated. Now get
back to work." He pointed at the mill, jab-jab-jabbed the way with this finger.
Darling, Granny, Hacker, and Voyager left me standing there alone.
I shook my head. "This sucks."
Squirrel caught my eye and mouthed, "Told you so," before disappearing into the stockhouse. Dad moved to follow.
"What am I supposed to do now?" I asked, struggling to keep my voice steady.
Dad glanced over his shoulder. I saw a strange flicker in his eye, like
things being equal, he would have given me a pass, but instead was trying
to spare me from something. "Why not ask your brother?"
Dad's tone was edged and bitter, not unlike my yelling must have
sounded when the shovel slipped from my hands and sailed into crimson
darkness, forever out of reach.
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Pigtails
Lauren Catey

MY GRANDPARENTS LIVED IN AN L-SHAPED WHITE FRAME FARMHOUSE ON A HILL
overlooking the county road. In their front yard stood two hummingbird
feeders and a rusted dinner bell hung on a wooden post by the garage,
which was full of old Corvairs my grandpa used to take to car shows. There
was the lily of the valley bush underneath the gigantic satellite dish between
the pine trees in the back. The lane continued past the house to where the
silos rose beside the three long, skinny, white hog houses, all connected by
dark walkways made of plywood planks. The hog houses were where I
spent a lot of my childhood days running around, the buildings always hot
and stuffy, smelling of manure and corn grain dust that was shoveled into
feeding troughs. Walking inside always made me cough and sneeze up a
storm, my nose tickling. No matter how fast you came in and out the smell
lingered on you for the rest of the day. My mom had my father's favorite
armchair covered in an old towel so it wouldn't absorb his stink when he
came home to watch the evening news.
The first building was where the pigs that were ready to be sold were
kept-plump, pink, and full grown, ready to be marched down the tiny
grate walkways in between pens, pig droppings falling to the pit below the
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grate where they would be collected for fertilizer. My father would drive
them out of their pens by nudging with his knees and clapping, driving them
onto a waiting semitruck backed up to a door, them never really knowing
what it was all about as they were pushed and prodded down the plank.
The second hog house was for the sows who were pregnant and those
who had given birth, piglets suckling on their mother's teats, crawling over
each other, whimpering squeals for more. I used to spend hours going from
pen to pen, patting the white, stiff, bristly hairs on their backs, rubbing the
velvet soft bald place behind their ears. They were cute things, with wet
snouts rocking out and back, snorting in breath, rubbing against my outstretched hand.
The last building was the nursery, where piglets were taken together from
their mothers to be weaned. All of the houses were lit by only fluorescent
flickering, lights unless it was summer and the windows were cranked open
by a lever by the light switch of each room so the hogs didn't overheat.
"I got something you can help me with today," my grandfather said as we
both slid out of his banana-yellow pickup. He had parked in the lane right outside the first hog house door. A stray barn cat lying in the grass by the door
stood and stretched as we stepped closer. It started to slink low through the
uncut grass and away, its fur black and caramel, skittering across to hide in the
shadows of the silos. The hog house was full of cats, none of them tame
enough to pet. They were there to eat the rats that feasted on the spilled corn
grain, their beady eyes glowing between the sacks of the storeroom when you
first walked in, before you turned on the light and they ran away.
"What's that?" I asked as I shut the door behind us, shutting out all
fresh air and sunlight. Flies buzzed loudly around my ears, some stuck to
the gummy black traps hanging in long strips from the ceiling.
"Today we gotta trim the tails so the other pigs don't chew 'em off," he
said over his shoulder, his overalls and green John Deere cap on, his boots
stomping as I followed him down the first narrow hallway. His voice was
almost drowned out by the roaring of all the fans circulating air and the
thousands of squealing pigs packed too tightly together.
"You want me to help cut tails off?" I said. He nodded as he pushed the
door to the nursery open, the hot, sour smell hitting me at once. A lane ran
down the middle of the room separating the pens. Three pens ran along
either side of the wall, each full of around thirty or more piglets. They were
chasing each other on little hooves, sometimes slipping on the metal grates
that only needed to be power-sprayed with a hose to clean them. Some were
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lying against the wall to keep cool, others were sucking at water tanks from
droppers like those you find for hamsters.
Grandpa walked briskly to the end of the room, swinging one leg, then
the other, over the gate, pigs skittering to get out of his way.
"They get into fights, chew off their tails, and eat 'em," he said. "That's
why we have to do it." The door opened and in came the hired man, Jim,
pushing a cart with a pair of silver shears, a few bottles of iodine antiseptic,
some string, gauze, and a rag. He wore gloves and smiled, his lips uncurling
to cigarette-yellow stained teeth, the front one missing. He stopped in front
of the pen, his dirty blond hair messily sticking out from underneath his cap.
"Come on in here so we can get started," Grandpa said, waving to me
and leaning against the wall, looking over the piglets bumping into his leg.
I pulled myself over the gate, pushing my palms into the top of the metal
and jumping over. I always wanted to help, begging to do something but
mostly getting waved away to go play.
"Go on, pick one of 'em up," he said, stepping over to the gate where Jim
handed over the shears. A little pig had stepped up to me and was smelling
curiously at my jeans. The others swirled in a crowd toward the back wall. I
reached down and swept him up, holding him to my breast under his belly. I
could feel his breath moving fast, in and out, and he began to squirm.
"Honey, you're gonna have to hold him up by his hind leg, else he's
gonna sneak right out on you," he said. I paused and rubbed the pig on the
head, hoping he would understand. I took hold of his two back legs and
hung him upside down, out toward my Grandpa.
"All right, now you have to keep hold real tight, until I say. It'll be done
quick and it won't hurt him but a minute," he said, reaching out the silver
shears, taking hold of his curly tail with one hand and stretching it out taut.
Quickly he opened the two scissor blades, stained with brown iodine, and
clamped them down on the tail, snipping through with one swipe. The pig
started in on a high-pitched scream, a noise I had never heard come from a pig
before. It kicked and twisted wildly in my hands, spinning in the air.
"Jim," he said, and Jim handed him the rag and iodine. He dabbed at
the tail stub, bleeding from where its curly end had been. Once he had
cleaned it, he nodded to me and I dropped the pig back down to the metal
grate floor. As soon as his feet hit something solid, he ran away, pushing
through the other pigs to hide up against the wall.
"Good," he told me, clapping a hand on my shoulder. "Thought you'd
drop him for sure."
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"It really doesn't hurt them?" I asked, looking over at the first pig with
his docked tail, the bleeding slowing.
"Their tails aren't fully hardened at this point. That's why we gotta dock
'em young," he said. "Now keep going, we have a lot to do."
Sometimes I held the hind legs and sometimes Jim did. I preferred to try
to take hold of the screaming pigs, dabbing at them with the iodine soaked
rag, trying to whisper quietly to them, trying to soothe them the way a
momma would if you skinned your knee when you wrecked your bike on
pavement. We worked through the whole nursery, taking up all afternoon.
Sometimes the bleeding wouldn't stop on the tail end and we'd have to
make a tourniquet with the gauze and string.
When we were done, Jim wheeled the cart out of the nursery and down the
hallway, disappearing to go off and work somewhere else in the hog houses.
"Well, I still have to go in town to the tractor supply for some parts. You
wanna come?" he asked me, switching the light off in the nursery, twisting
the latch to open the windows on the far end of the wall, looking out over
corn that had grown high in the fields, yellow silk spilling out of the ear
tops. I shrugged.
"Sure," I said.
As we pulled around the hog houses and headed down the lane to the
road, I caught a glimpse of Jim. He was pulling a wheelbarrow piled high
with limp piglet carcasses, legs and snouts tipping over the edges, flies
buzzing around and darting from body to body. He stood in front of what
looked like a large rust-brown BBQ smoker pushed against the hog house,
mechanically throwing each body by the hind legs onto the flame, the smell
of flesh roasting-then burning and incinerating to ash-drifting through
the open window of the truck.
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Always Open
Sarah C. Hogan

RUMBLING DOWN THE INTERSTATE, MAx SLOWED HIS FOREST GREEN DODGE TRUCK
to pull into the gravel parking lot of Lula Belle's All-Night Diner. Looking
back on that night, Max would always remember how unusually bare the
parking lot had been, how the corner of the lot reserved for eighteenwheelers, which was normally abuzz with activity, held not a single truck.
He would always remember the cobalt blue muscle car he pulled up next to,
with its shining chrome hubcaps and the Grateful Dead bumper sticker
affixed to its window. He would always remember the sight of the interstate
in his rearview mirror, its winding curves whispering secrets he didn't want
to hear. He would remember the hooting of the owls, the buzzing of the
neon COME ON IN sign, the loud thumping of his own heart.
Before cutting his engine, he reached into the glove compartment and
pulled out a cardboard package of disposable sanitary wipes. The wipes had
been stashed in the glove compartment for as long as Max could remember,
maybe as long as he'd had the truck, but as he sat scraping the beds of his
fingernails clean, he couldn't remember ever having used one. His hands had
never been so dirty.
Just after pulling the key from the ignition, he tore open one last sanitary
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wipe and used it to pick up a pair of panties-white cotton with a lavender
paisley print-off the passenger seat. He studied the dainty design, the white
eyelets of lace near the elastic waistband, and then, catching himself, he
quickly deposited them in the glove compartment alongside the dirty wipes.
"Maybe if I just keep telling myself that everything's all right," he
thought as he hopped out of the truck and made his way across the parking
lot, "well then maybe it will be. Maybe this can be just another night at Lula
Belle's. Just a slice of pie and a cup of joe. Nothin' out of the ordinary."
Max took a deep, steadying breath as his shaking hand reached for the
door, which had the words Always Open painted on it in graceful, swooping
letters. Inside, the restaurant was lit up like an operating room, purplish fluorescent light raining down on every corner. A dozen red booths lined up
back-to-back along one wall. On the opposite wall was a long counter littered with half-empty cake stands and pie tins. The space in between the
tables and the counter was left vacant for dancers. Years ago, truckers made
a habit of scuffing up the tile floor with their cowboy boots, but the dance
floor didn't get too much action anymore.
"Hey there, stranger," a brunette waitress shouted from behind the
counter. Her voice was smoky and thick and impossibly alluring. "Odd to
hear a voice like that come from such a young little thing," Max had
thought when he first met her some years ago.
She wore her chestnut brown hair in a braid that tumbled down her back.
Her white cotton T-shirt clung to her skin, revealing a dark purple bra beneath,
and clasped to her shirt, just next to the strap of her bra, was a nametag that
read "Joanna." As Max walked toward her, she instinctively reached behind her
for a white cup on a shelf filled with dozens of plates, bowls, cups.
"So how's the candy business these days?" she asked him, her back still turned.
Max owned an old-fashioned candy store in the nearby town of Pine
Bluff. Sometimes, on his trips to Lula Belle's, he would bring Joanna boxes
of chocolate-covered cherries, her favorite.
"Oh, just fine, Joanna," he replied, "just fine."
"Coffee?" she asked, turning back to Max as he took a seat at one of
the swiveling barstools that faced the counter.
"Sure," he nodded, and then, "thanks Joanna," as she placed his cup on
a matching white saucer in front of him and poured steaming coffee into it.
When he looked up at her, Joanna's warm smile quickly faded. Abruptly, she
set the pitcher of coffee down on the bleached-pine countertop. Her face
was now filled with worry, her perfectly arched eyebrows furrowing into

340

Hair Trigger 33

two straight lines. The color drained from her pink lips, graying them.
"Jesus, Max, is everything all right? Are you OK, honey?"
He straightened up, quickly examining his pants, his jacket to see what
she might be talking about. How could she know? he wondered, and then,
It's impossible.
"Well, I'm fine, Joanna. Why do you ask?"
"Max, you're bleeding. You've got a big ol' scratch on your forehead.
Looks like something clawed you up."
In that moment, it seemed to Max that the lights were all shining just on
him. Though he didn't actually see them do it, he could feel other patrons in
the restaurant turn to stare at him, their shocked expressions slowly giving
way to horror.
"Please excuse me," he said, spinning away from Joanna.
He hopped off the stool and hurried across the dining room to the men's
restroom. The walk seemed farther than he'd remembered, and as he fought
through the scent of scrambled eggs that hung heavy in the air, it seemed
that he had never been there before. The red vinyl booths seemed smaller
than he remembered, the checkered floor stickier. As he passed a dowdylooking couple sitting at the booth nearest the restrooms, the woman looked
up from her plate of French fries. She seemed to be studying Max's face,
memorizing it for some later quiz. Max hurried quickly on.
In the mirror, Max studied his face. Sure enough, just as Joanna had
said, a line of dried blood slashed across his forehead. So thin and straight,
it would have been easy to mistake for a wrinkle in the foggy rearview
mirror of his truck. He threw on the faucet and began lathering soap in his
palm. Once his forehead was clean, he took a step back to inspect himself,
to be certain there were no more spots he had missed.
First, he removed his smudged, horn-rimmed glasses, fogging the lenses
with his breath and wiping them clean before putting them back on to
examine himself. His tan suede jacket, buttoned up nearly all the way to his
chin, hid the dirty white T-shirt beneath, though some wrinkled edges
peeked out at the bottom. His brown dress pants, though perhaps a little too
nice for the hour, held nothing suspicious. His rapidly graying sandy blond
hair was lightly mussed, as usual. His hands, face, and neck were clean, no
sign of trouble.
Back in the restaurant, sipping from his cup of stale coffee, Max eyed
the room in search of Joanna. The restaurant was mostly empty that night,
except for a middle-aged couple bickering quietly in one corner and a group
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of teenagers sitting near the door. Joanna was leaned seductively over the
teenagers' table, filling their glasses with ice water. As she headed back
behind the counter and noticed Max perched again on his stool, the look of
worry began to creep back on to her face.
"You OK, Max?"
"Oh, I'm just fine, blood wasn't mine," he replied shakily, bracing himself against the lie.
"See, Earl got cut up pretty bad earlier," he went on to explain after
quickly shoving his nervous hands deep into his pockets, "and I guess I
must've just gotten some of the old man's blood on my hands and then I
guess I must've gone to wipe some sweat off my forehead or something, and
boom, I've got blood all over my forehead."
Earl was Max's fourteen-year-old Irish Setter, a handsome dog with
crisp black eyes and silky copper fur. On nights when Max couldn't sleep,
he would take Earl out for long drives through the dark and quiet countryside. Sometimes he even brought Earl to Lula Belle's and, if it wasn't busy,
Joanna would let him sit up at the counter with Max. She'd serve Max a
slice of pie or a stack of pancakes and have the cook fry up a steak for Earl.
Over the years, she came to love the dog almost as much as Max did, and
the three became a sort of family.
Max had decided that the mere mention of Earl's name would strike
some chord within Joanna, that whether or not it all added up, she would
be so overcome with a maternal fret that she wouldn't even question it.
"Oh no," she gasped, "is Earl all right? How'd he get all cut up?"
"Well," Max said, "I'm not sure exactly. I think he must've been out
wandering around in the woods and come across some sort of wild animal.
Looks like he got in one hell of a fight, scratches everywhere, little tufts of
hair missing on his tail. Poor guy."
The look of worry still painted on her face, Joanna said, "Is he going to
be all right, Max? Did you take him to the hospital?"
"He'll be OK, Joanna. I gave him a nice, warm bath and bandaged him
up. Now he just needs a little rest and I'm sure he'll be back to his old self
in a few days. Hey, what kind of pies do you have today?"
Joanna walked over to where eight or ten glass pie plates rested on the
countertop. With her back to Max, she began to rattle off that day's pie flavors.
"Let's see, we've got Swiss apple, blueberry, banana cream, lemon
meringue ..."
"I tell you what, Joanna, just give me the best slice you've got. Surprise me."
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Max reached across the counter to grab a newspaper and flipped to the
back section, the page featuring that day's crossword. Reaching into his
pocket for a pen, he felt his fingertips graze against something crinkly and
a thin smile crept onto his face. He pulled a small, colorfully-wrapped
bonbon from his pocket and, placing it on the counter, said, "I almost
forgot, I brought you something, Joanna."
"Ooh, what kind is it today?" she asked, sliding a plate of blackberry
rhubarb pie in front of Max and resting a fork on the flaky piecrust.
"Vanilla cream."
She unwrapped the confection from its blue wax paper wrapper and
slowly brought it to her lips. As much as he tried to force himself to look
away, Max sat transfixed as she popped the candy into her mouth and
began to chew. As she chewed, her glossy pink lips pursed and she closed her
eyes dreamily. Watching her, he could feel his cheeks flush and his heart
begin to race faster and faster. When she opened her eyes again, he quickly
looked away.
"Mmm, I think that was the best one yet," she said. "Thanks Max."
"Oh sure, Joanna," he said, looking down at his slice of pie.
As Max sat filling out the crossword puzzle, Joanna buzzed around the
restaurant, filling waters and clearing tables and chitchatting with the
teenagers. Every now and then, Max would catch Joanna leaning over to pick
up a receipt off the ground or to tie her shoelaces and he would see the purple
satin trim of her panties poking out the top of her jeans. His mind would drift
slowly to the contents of his glove compartment and, then, to the pale young
girl lying in a ditch beside the rough shoulder of Interstate 22, her frothy
white wedding dress hiked up around her waist. He remembered how the
sprays of blood on her upper thighs felt like dew on a flower petal. He remembered how the rough and wrinkled skin of his hand brushed against her
smooth leg now and then as he coaxed the taffeta and silk down towards her
ankles. He remembered the slamming of his truck door as he hopped back in
and drove off, leaving her there on the blood-soaked shoulder.
Shaken, he would get a chill. Wrapping his arms around himself to keep
warm, he wished that he could erase the night, that he'd never left home.
"Just another normal night," he prayed to himself.
A slice and a half of blackberry rhubarb pie later, Max caught Joanna,
who'd returned to her spot behind the counter, staring at the corner table full
of teenagers. The kids, a tiny blond girl and two scruffy-looking boys, were
staring intently at each other, mindlessly fiddling with their dirty silverware,
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their crumpled napkins. Though they weren't speaking, they seemed to be
communicating somehow through a series of strained facial expressions and
exaggerated cocks of the head.
"Shit," Joanna muttered quietly, not quite looking at Max or the kids,
but at the empty area in between. "Don't do it, kids. Please don't."
Max watched as the girl, a skinny, almost sickly little thing with sunken
green eyes and sallow skin, slid out of the corner booth. She kept her head
down as she shuffled out the front door, her friends watching her every
move. From where he sat, Max could see the girl disappear into the passenger side of the blue muscle car in the restaurant parking lot, just a few
feet away from his truck.
Then one of the boys, the green-eyed one with a solitary dreadlock
behind his right ear, started to slide out of the booth, his eyes fixed on the
front door. As he crept stealthily out the door to the girl waiting in the blue
muscle car, across the room, Joanna whispered into the kitchen through the
service window.
"Chas," she said.
Just then, a face appeared next to the dirty plates and that night's
receipts. Chas, the line cook, was a young man, twenty-six or maybe
twenty-seven, but too many years spent in the smoke and grease of an allnight diner kitchen had aged him. Dark circles underlined his bloodshot
eyes. Flecks of gray peppered his brown goatee. Springing up so suddenly,
he looked as though Joanna had just woken him up from a nap, as though
he'd been asleep on the kitchen floor.
Joanna nodded at him gravely and mouthed the words "the blond one,"
tilting her head toward the corner booth where now only one teenager
remained. He looked so scared to have strayed from the pack, or rather, to
have had the pack stray from him. His stringy hair dangled in front of his
eyes as he stared at his dirty plate, which was yellow with runny egg yolk.
He poked at an abandoned chunk of sausage with his fork and the sleeve of
his baggy gray hoodie dragged across the egg yolk. Slowly, the slender tips
of his sneakers started floating across the floor and he began to edge his
way out of the booth.
Chas disappeared from the window and reappeared through the
swinging kitchen door just as the teenager rose from his table. Chas stood
facing the boy, waiting for some signal to strike. Though he was ten years
older and had the clear weight advantage, Chas lacked the boy's sense of
entitlement, of invincibility. It seemed almost an even match. Chas, behind
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the bar, cautiously inched toward the teenager, whose hand was already
grazing the glass door.
As Chas passed by, Max, still sitting on his barstool with a cup of stale
coffee, could see his clenched fist, the knuckles beginning to go white. From
where he sat, Max could also see smoke puttering from the exhaust pipe of
the blue muscle car in the parking lot and the glowing faces of its passengers.
For a moment, before Chas or the flaxen-haired teenager made their
move, Max turned to face Joanna. Though this certainly wasn't the first
dine-and-ditch she'd suffered, and it surely wouldn't be the last, it was the
first Max had ever been around to see. He felt nauseous looking into her
tired eyes. Lula Belle's wasn't exactly the kind of place where a waitress
brought in the big tips, so every last penny counted. He could see her
counting her losses, could see in Joanna's turquoise eyes the sad sum of her
night when she subtracted the kids' ticket from her tips, could see meals of
Ramen noodles that she would have to suffer through. Made him sick.
The teenager flung himself through the front door and ran for the car
with Chas in quick pursuit. Max watched out the window as the boy darted
to the waiting car and shot inside as the driver started to peel out. Chas
stood, defeated, next to Max's truck in the parking lot, just watching the
blue muscle car retreat down the interstate.
Chas walked back into the restaurant, winded, empty-handed. He
looked up at Joanna with an apology in his eyes and said, "Sorry, Joanna,
nothing I could do."
She shrugged her shoulders, shook her head. "It's all right Chas, thanks
for trying. I just can't believe these goddamn kids keep pulling this same
stunt. I oughta just stop serving them altogether."
Max shook his head in disgust, wondering if the same kids he'd sold jellybeans and licorice to that morning were destined for such petty crimes and misdemeanors, whether they would be running out on the J oannas of the world as
soon as they got their hands on some car keys. And wondering if, somewhere
in the distant past, Max had bagged up a handful of saltwater taffy for the
teenagers who had just sped out of the parking lot, kicking up dust and gravel.
Joanna interrupted Max's thoughts. "Hey, Chas, did you at least get a
good look at the plates?"
Chas smiled a little to himself, a proud smile, like a third-grader who
just won a blue ribbon at the state fair. Strutting back toward the kitchen,
he seemed to puff his chest out a little when he said, "Oh, I got 'em. Kansas
plates, LTZ 637."
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"All right then," Joanna replied, "I'm calling it in. I'm getting really sick
of getting ripped off."
Throughout this entire conversation, Max had been sitting patiently at
the bar, absentmindedly stirring his cup of coffee and watching the hem of
Joanna's shirt. As she paced around behind the bar, the shirt would occa sionally rise, revealing slivers of her tanned skin. Suddenly, though, like a
firefighter jerked out of slumber at the sound of the alarm, Max snapped to
attention and began to rise from his seat.
"I better get going," he blurted out. "Do you think I could get the check,
Joanna?"
"Tell you what, sugar," she replied, "you just finish up that slice of pie
and let me make one quick call to the highway patrol first, and then I'll go
ahead and ring you up."
"I don't want to finish the goddamn pie, Joanna," Max said angrily.
"I'm exhausted. I just want to pay my bill and go home to my bed. Can't
you just ring me up? It'll take two seconds."
"OK, OK, Max, cool your jets," she said wearily, trying to remember if
she'd ever heard Max curse before.
"Hey, Max," Chas piped in just before walking through the kitchen
door, "did you hit something?"
"Excuse me?"
"With your truck," Chas explained. "Did you hit something tonight
with your truck?"
"Did I hit something with my truck? Why on earth would you ask me that?"
"Looks like you got some blood splattered up on one of those back hubcaps. Like maybe you ran over a cat or something."
"Oh, well, uh," Max stuttered, "you know how dodgy those possums
get this time of year."
He stood up from the bar, grabbed a twenty-dollar bill out of his wallet
and threw it down on the countertop. Without looking up at Joanna, who
he knew would be looking at him, he said, "That ought to cover it" and
quickly walked out.
Chas and Joanna watched as the familiar green truck sped out of the
parking lot and disappeared into the dark of the night and the endless
highway, the brake lights eventually evaporating into black.
"Well, that was weird," Joanna said, reaching for the gray wireless telephone near the register.
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"He's a weird guy, Jojo," Chas replied. "I been tellin' you that for two
and a half years."
"Oh, come on, he's harmless. He's a sweet old man, Chas. He's probably
just a little cranky." She smiled, shrugging, and began to dial the number of
the highway patrol into the phone's keypad. The dispatcher, Gina, was an
old friend.
"Hey, Gina," she said into the phone, "how're you doing? We had some
more stupid kids in here tonight, ran off on their bill. Can I give you the plates?"
As Joanna paused, listening to her friend's response, Chas started
making his way back into the kitchen, where he felt safe, guarded from the
outside world, but he stopped abruptly when he heard the words "Oh, my
lord" sink from Joanna's lips.
"No, no, I understand, Gina," Joanna said into the phone, her eyes wide
with horror, "don't even worry about it. I'll just talk to you later."
Hanging up the phone, Joanna turned to Chas, who stood a few feet
behind her, hand on hip and black sneaker tapping on the floor, waiting for
an explanation.
"Gina said they found that Whitlow girl," Joanna said finally.
"Oh yeah? Where'd she run off to?"
"No, she didn't," she said, shaking her head, her skin growing clammy.
"They didn't ... they didn't find her. They found her body."
Joanna let the word body fester in the air between them; like some mold
spore it grew and grew until the air was so filled with it that she nearly
choked when she tried to take a breath.
"Car accident?" Chas asked, hoping that it might be so simple.
"Stabbed to death."
Without a word, Chas and Joanna both turned to look out the diner's
glass door, out into the parking lot where waves of heat still radiated Max's
parking spot.
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Beauty 1n This
Bryan Strausbaugh

MAX SAT IN THE BACK OFFICE OF MONSTER BOOKS BOOKSTORE WORKING ON HIS

latest novel, a novel he knew would never be published and would never be read
by anyone but himself. Still, he toiled away with admirable diligence, driven by
nothing more than the want to do it. He sat with his hands arched over the keyboard, his fingers clicking buttons here and there, his chin tilted up so he could
see through his bifocals, which had slid down to the very tip of his nose. He had
hit a rhythm, pounding the keys with such fury that the computer monitor
bobbed side to side, creaking and rattling on the desktop. Max didn't hear the
radio on his hip crackle or the voice shrouded in static speaking through it.
"Manager to register two, please. Manager to register two."
Max sat there for a couple more minutes, the pale glow from the word
processor reflecting off his bifocals so it looked like two little white saucers
floated in front of his face.
The radio crackled once more. "Manager to register two, please.
Manager to register two."
Max sighed, stood, and grabbed a ring of keys attached to what looked
like a coiled phone cord. He clipped the cord to a belt loop, then stuffed the
keys in his pocket.
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He locked the office and walked through the wide and expansive bookstore,
watching his feet step. He refused to look up; he felt the clouds rolling in, the
clouds that followed him from the moment he'd rise from bed every morning.
Tall bookshelves lined each wall of the store, and all across the floor row
after row of smaller shelves created a small labyrinth where scores of customers, young and old, slid and sidled past one another, turning sideways
and whispering, "Excuse me," as they did so. Max walked by the Young
Adult and Manga sections, then veered right past the wall labeled Gay and
Lesbian and around the HOT NEW FICTION! rack at the front of the store,
just in front of the four side-by-side revolving doors.
Max lifted the hinged section at the end of the cashiers' counter and
walked past Register 1, where the line had grown long due to the obstruction at Register 2. As Max approached Register 2, he spoke into his radio,
"Floor associate to the front for backup, please."
Max stopped behind a computer monitor resting on an electric cash
drawer and stood next to a young woman with a blond ponytail and bright
red lipstick. She wore a green a pron over her street clothes and a name tag
that read "Jolene" in her own handwriting; a cluster of green and blue stars
had been drawn around her name. Max smiled a practiced smile over the
monitor. The middle-aged, joyless-looking woman staring back at Max
didn't return his smile. She moved her eyes up and down him, judging-and
he knew this. She saw a tall, overweight man dressed in business-casual
attire. His beard was too shaggy and his hair had gone too long without a
trim; she thought he was a man who did just enough with himself to get by
in the real world; she disliked him immediately.
"She wants to buy this book," Jolene said, holding up a hardcover. "I
rang it up, $24.95, but she says it was on the discount rack." Jolene rolled
her eyes at Max and tilted her head toward the floor-to-ceiling rack
stretching across the wall behind the cashiers' counter. An entire section had
been assigned for the book she held in her hand, and a sign on the top shelf
read: NEW THIS WEEK.
Jolene opened her mouth to speak again but the woman cut her off,
slapping both hands on the counter between them. "I just don't know what
the big deal is," she said. "It was on the discount rack, so give me the book
for the discounted price."
Max and Jolene stared at the woman, Max longer than he had intended.
Quickly realizing his error, Max gave a slight shake of the head before dropping his face to recover. Eight years at Monster Books, three as night manager,
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had taught him that the customer is, in fact, always right. Even though Max
didn't actually believe that one bit, didn't care to believe it, everyone else,
the customers, the subordinates, Casey (the store manager), all thought he
believed it, thought he was a model employee. The customers asked for him
by name, most of his subordinates despised him, and Casey loved him, constantly saying to the others, "Why can't you be more like Max?" And Max
would invariably shudder at this comment, at the idea that somebody else
should be like him in any way.
Max never showed up late, never complained about his schedule, never
asked for days off, volunteered to work holidays, and customers never complained about him. In a situation like this, where a woman was obviously lying
about finding a brand new book on the discount rack, a rack where only old
and unwanted paperbacks were sold, Max did what only a perfect employee
could do: he smiled and listened to her complaint, no matter how ludicrous.
Max nodded, maintaining his practiced smile, every couple of seconds
scrunching his nose to adjust his glasses, careful to never break eye contact-but this was not out of politeness or some sad sense of duty. Max was
afraid to look past the woman, afraid of what he'd see behind her.
After the irate customer would say whatever she had to say, Max would
smile a new smile, an I'm-happy-to-serve-you smile and say, "No problem.
I can take care of that for you." Then Max would punch in a code and ring
up the book at the price argued for, smiling the entire time like listening to
such drivel actually brought him joy. And after the transaction, after he'd
given the consumer what she wanted, something she in no way deserved,
Max, still smiling, would hand over a plastic card and say, "Here's a fifteendollar gift card for the trouble. Have a nice evening."
The woman smiled a victorious smile, a huge ear-to-ear smile, and said,
"Thank you. I really appreciate it." She left and Jolene watched the bitch
saunter away like she'd just outsmarted them, won a victory, sucked what
little remnants of pride they still managed to cling to from their lives.
"Why did you do that? How could you do that?" Jolene said. "There's
a huge fucking rack right here with that book on it." Jolene threw her hand
up toward the rack. "It says brand new this week, $24.95."
"It's easier to just let them have what they want," Max said. He didn't
wait for a reply before he walked back to the office, his shoulders slumped
heavily over his feet, his eyes on the ground. By the time he reached the
office, not a minute later, he was sweating, his face glowed red, and he
breathed abnormally loud and heavy. He rushed to unlock the office door,
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fumbling the keys before eventually letting himself in. And while this entire
process carried on, time and time again, Max was always very careful never
to raise his eyes until he was back in the safety of the small cluttered office,
where he'd slip in the door, slam it, and quickly lock it.
He stood leaning against the door, all his weight supported by it, his
knees shaking uncontrollably. He took his glasses off and rubbed his face up
and down, side to side. He stayed there, rubbing himself, mumbling something incomprehensible, but this calmed him, eventually-the movement of
his lips, the vibrations he felt rattling his teeth: evidence of life.
Lying in bed at night, Max would stare at the ceiling, thinking, wondering
about where it all began. He'd been searching for answers for quite some time.
He'd think about his mother's death, how cancer had killed her his junior year
of college, nearly fifteen years ago, after torturing her for two years. But the
truth of the matter was he had rarely ever thought of his mother at any point
during his life. Even during these nights where he lay awake, stunned by
thoughts and memories, he didn't think of his mother; he thought about the
death he saw in her. He'd sat with her in her hospital room for hours, afraid
to touch her hairless, emaciated body that had begun to gradually implode
from the moment her ailment had been announced. For two years she looked
like a skeleton with a thin yellow cloth, too loose to look natural, draped over
her. That's how he'd always remember her: a body eaten by death.
Lying in bed, arms folded under his head, Max would think how alone
he really was, and then he'd question the importance of that. He'd always
been alone, yes. But he was alive. He existed. And he found some solace in
this, but the solace rapidly faded as the black clouds rolled into his bedroom
from an unknown source. The rolling, black mass clung to the ceiling and
gradually began to glow purple after intermittent white flashes crackled and
veined through the billow.
Once, a few months back (he couldn't remember when exactly, for every
time he revisited the memory Max felt as if he'd strayed into another
person's dream) Max visited a fortuneteller. He'd been walking home from
work and somehow, unknowingly, strayed from his path. He'd been
thinking about his mother, about the last thirty years, wondering how they'd
been swallowed up and destroyed so swiftly. When he stopped walking he
stood before an old brick building slumped on the corner of an empty block
he didn't recognize. The building leaned heavily to one side and was surrounded by vacant lots enclosed by nearly defunct fences. Over the large
door a dirty and faded sign read LADY SONIA SPIRITUAL AID.
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Max stood at the bottom of the small cement stairs, scrutinizing the
sign, contemplating the meaning of spiritual aid for some time before
ascending the steps and pushing open the large green door.
Lady Sonia was a small old woman, bent and nearly broken. When she
spoke to Max, to welcome him, she had to breathe heavily between words;
her voice, labored but wise, sounded like a creaky door.
She extended a hand, never asking what he was looking for. He sat
opposite her, a small table covered by a deep red tablecloth between them.
She took his hands, and he shuddered at how closely her bony fingers
resembled his mother's in her last days. Lady Sonia rubbed his palms with
her thumbs and closed her eyes. Max watched her eyes moving beneath her
lids. It was the slightest flutter, like she was dreaming. She told him the
clouds would part when he found what he was looking for.
"But I'm not looking for anything," he said.
"You are," she said, her eyes still closed. "More than most people."
Max didn't know what she meant by that and was too afraid to ask.
"You must become active. One day, maybe a year from now, maybe ten
years, without your knowing, something will happen. You may be confused
by it. Yes; it will be strange." She smiled. "Trust it. Embrace it."
"But how will I know what to trust, what to embrace?" Max asked.
"You won't. What is knowing? You will just act. Turn this off." She opened
her eyes and pressed her finger to his forehead. Max leaned away from her icy
touch. "And turn this on. Learn to trust it." She pointed to Max's heart.
"I don't understand," Max said.
"You will," she said.
The radio crackled from Max's hip and the memory vanished from his
mind. "Manager to the coffee shop. Manager to the coffee shop."
Max sighed and stood, attaching his keys to his belt loop. Before he left
the office he heard Lady Sonia's words, You will. Trust yourself. You will.
Max walked through the store, around the Self-help rack by the
restrooms and into the coffee shop annexed in the southwest wing. He
walked down a row of vacant tables covered with empty cups and soiled
napkins and around the counter where Johnny stood, hands on hips, staring
at a middle-aged woman. She had her arms crossed. She followed Max with
her eyes until he stopped in front of her.
"Hello," Max said. "How can I help you?"
Johnny didn't wait for the woman to tell her side of the story. "She isn't
happy with her latte. She wants a refund."
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"No. NO! I just want you people to pay attention for once." When she
said once she shook her head side to side. The teardrop-shaped diamond
earrings dangling from her earlobes swung back and forth.
"Just tell me what happened, ma'am," Max said.
"You know, I shouldn't even have to," she said. "But I will."
Max looked the woman up and down, letting his eyes linger on the pearl
necklace, the fur coat, the diamond (as big as an eyeball) on her ring finger,
the earrings still swinging. Max hated her. He'd never made such a rash
judgment before, and it frightened him. He snarled, then, realizing he was
doing so, hid it behind a smile. He'd been spinning the key ring like a lasso,
and as he exerted great effort to maintain the fac;ade he so depended on, he
began spinning the keys faster.
"Sir, could you please stop that?" the woman asked.
Max didn't hear her. He spun the cord faster and faster, as hard as he
could, smiling like a clown, trying not to look at the black clouds glowing
purple overhead, wondering when they had poured in, wondering how
nobody else noticed them. He continued whipping the cord around like a
lasso, harder and harder until the spinning keys looked like a silver disk
hanging in the air like a shield, the whoo whoo whoo blowing a constant
wind into the woman's face. Her eyes, rapidly drying, squinted shut, a thick
road map of wrinkles stretched from the corners of her eyes. Her hair flew
back like the tail of a comet and her coat lifted like a cape.
"Sir. SIR!" She said, throwing her hands over her face.
Johnny saw the insanity in Max's eyes, the way his face stretched to a
shining hardness. Johnny crept away, along the back counter, until he
bumped into the corner.
Max labored to ignore the clouds, but as they grew and the white flashes
developed a faster, more constant rhythm, it became impossible.
He stared at the woman, watched her struggling against the wind, but
couldn't avoid the rolling black and purple mass clinging to the ceiling,
gradually moving closer and closer to the floor. Max's breath grew heavy
and irregular as he spun the keys even faster. Napkins, cups, and magazines
flew from tabletops and slammed into the back wall, where the wind held
them all like insects caught on an adhesive strip.
Johnny crouched down and opened a cabinet door and crawled inside.
The woman, still holding her hands over her face, slid back across the floor.
She struggled to fight forward, taking slow, laborious steps. The other customers scattered, jumping to their feet and running for the exit, though
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some had been caught in the gale and were swept off their feet and slammed
into the back wall with the other debris.
As Max continued swinging the keys harder and harder, all he could think
was How don't they see the clouds? He felt a drop on the tip of his nose, then
one on his cheek, then another and another. He lifted his face up to the clouds,
and for the first time admired them as a single nebulous beauty. He marveled
at the brilliant purple swelling and rolling around spots of white light, at the
random beams of light escaping from the clouds for an instant and bolting all
the way down to the floor only to disappear. He stared as rain began pouring
down over him and drumming over tabletops and chairs.
Max's arm burned from exhaustion, but despite his fatigue and the disaster growing in the coffee shop, he couldn't stop staring at the beauty he
saw, and he couldn't stop spinning the keys; he didn't want to stop.
Max was soaked, his hair caked over his forehead and over his cheeks,
and he smiled his first real smile in as long as he could remember. It felt
strange, tickled: his face tickled. A tear welled up and began to roll but was
lost in the pouring rain.
Max spun the keys harder and harder, still watching the swirling, glowing
clouds, spinning harder and harder, harder and harder, harder and harder until
the woman flew from her feet. He finally moved his eyes from the clouds,
watching her body blow across the coffee shop end over end as a thick cyclone
of water and a few tables and chairs spun wildly through the air with her. She
blasted through the back wall with an incredible crash, leaving behind a large
hole. All the garbage, furniture, and other people stuck to the wall flew
through the hole as if a vacuum had sucked them from the building.
Loose wires dangled down like vines from the top of the hole, the jagged
copper ends protruding from rubber sheaths. Chunks of wood and drywall
crumbled to the ground where a large pile already lay, a thick cloud of dust
expanding in each direction around it.
Max dropped the keys, letting them dangle from his belt loop. He fell over
the counter, catching himself on his forearms, spreading the cool water until
it flowed off the countertop and splashed onto the floor. He felt the cold
sweat rolling down his body and became aware that the rain had stopped. His
throat burned as he struggled to catch his breath and, after he managed to do
so, raised his face and saw the destruction for the first time. The lights flashed
on and off, an electric zip and zap resounding with each flash. He saw the
woman through the cave-like hole. She was on all fours struggling to crawl
out of the middle of the street. A couple of chairs, a few unconscious people,
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and rubble lay next to her. Max saw that a table had crashed through the windows of a building across the street. People climbed in through the broken
glass and reappeared with armloads of electronic equipment.
The clouds swirled through the hole in the coffee shop wall and up into the
night sky. Max only caught the tail end of the clouds whipping through the hole
with a whoooooo. He looked over the cafe. It was now bare save for a few
people who lay flat on the ground, water sloshing around them. Sensing that
whatever had just happened had passed, the people slowly rose to their feet.
Nobody spoke. Max turned to his left, toward the bookstore. Fifty people,
including the three cashiers, stood wide-eyed and slack-jawed, gawking at Max.
The woman, whimpering, jagged lines of blood running down her face,
crawled toward the sidewalk where people were running in all directions
with stolen goods. A hydraulic hiss stole Max's attention. He turned back to
the hole and followed the street off to his left until there was nothing to look
at but the interior beige wall. The hiss grew louder until Max could hear a
diesel engine in perfect harmony with it. The sounds grew louder and as
they grew closer, Max turned his head back to the right, fixing his gaze on
the woman who hadn't made it a foot from where she'd landed.
A bus flew over the woman in a blur of fluorescent light and exhaust,
moving fast, like a bullet, much faster than Max had ever seen a bus travel.
Max's jaw dropped at the sight of the destruction left on the street: a
mashed pile of torn fur and guts splayed in all directions among destroyed
chunks of wood and drywall, and blood splattered over it all.
Max smiled a natural smile, a curious smile, a smile you'd imagine a
parent smiling as he watched his child take its first steps, like he was proud
of something he had created. Max felt a new energy, something he couldn't
put his finger on because he'd never felt relief before.
A tiny star, glowing on the ground just outside the furry mess, glimmered. Max wiped his glasses clean, then squinted through them, trying to
figure out what the star actually was; before he could, a dirty man dressed
in rags limped up to the pile and picked up the star. He held it between his
thumb and forefinger, close to one eye. He twisted it back and forth a few
times, then raised it to his mouth and bit it. Oh, Max thought. The man
placed the ring on his finger, then saw Max watching. He smiled and waved
before running down the street and disappearing into a dark alley.
Johnny crawled out from the cabinet and stood next to Max. "Are you
all right?" he asked.
Max turned but didn't speak; he smiled.
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When Mama Left
Gwen Sigan

MAMA DIDN'T TELL NOBODY SHE WAS LEAVIN'. ME AND MARTY WENT FOR CANS

and he held my hand real hard 'cause Kurt got hit. The car went go and he
was gone. There's still blood on black and Marty held me tight. I gots four
cans under my arm 'cause my mama say that four cans are forty cents and
two licorices from Jo's. I like to hold 'em licorice neadth my teeth and suck
so they go up my tooth gap. Pop say I look like Kurt like that, but now he
say Kurt look like me.
We weren't knowing till I saw the flowers. Mama always got fresh
flowers. She put them in that curly vase, and I sniff 'em when she make me
watch the babies while she cook. She make hash browns and I sniff the
yellow and black. But I saw them flowers and I know. Marty drop my hand
'cause the flowers ain't fresh no more. And since the flowers didn't and
Marty did, my papa undid.
Pop got a bottle like the babies. He suck on that and I try to sniff the
flowers but they don't smell no more. Just like my gram and the yard 'cause

my mama don't get flowers from nowhere else 'cause she says, "We got the
best flowers," 'cause they smell like home. But the homey smell is gone and
Mama's not here no more. So I says to Marty, "We gonna get Mama."
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And he says, "Ain't no Mama to get."
So's since Marty likes to sit wit' Pa and take his bottle and swish with
it, and Loonie is watchin' a television 'cause she think that television is real
'cause she ain't never done much, and since the babies are babies and they
suck bottles too, I go. Jezzy washes dishes and hangs the clothes outside
because she want to be by babies and Kurt is on black with blood 'cause the
car went go and he gone. I go 'cause I said I go if they done nothing 'cause
I must did if Mama undid.
They don't know I go. Marty and Papa woulda made me walk wit' their
hands in mine and hold me hard like. But they ain't seen me go 'cause Kurt
gone. I walk out the door and down steps. Jezzy hates our steps 'cause they
make her ta-tas jiggle. Jezzy has 'normus ta-tas just like my mama. Mama
say I will too but I ain't worry. I steal Mama's tape when she thinks I'm
sniffin' her flowers and I tape my ta-tas so they won't grow no more. If mine
don't, then Jezzy's won't.
I collect cans as I go. I can't hold much tin cans 'cause my arms are
small. Marty usually holds my and Kurt's cans but he not here 'cause Papa's
got that bottle. So's I take off my shoelaces that Loonie gave me 'cause she
only like the television and I tie all my cans 'round. They go thump-thump
on the ground, thump-thump as I walk to find my mama. I gots ten cans and
they trailing behind me, thump-thump. Me and my cans stop to look where
Kurt gone. There's black and black-black. Marty tell me that the black-black
is from tire. But I know tire. Tire is my pop's car and the things he play with
when he get angry. Our car start thumping so he go out and play wit' tire
and there is no more thump-thump. Marty say, "That black is tire."
And Loonie say, "Car crashes are real slow on television. Kurt probly
had 'nuff time to see the driver 'fore he's gone."
And Pop say, "Kurt look like you."
And Mama say, "Kurt be just like you, baby."
Then she make Marty take me outside to collect cans.
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It's Done
Eric Hazen

THE BOYS STEPPED OUT FROM THE DULL BROWN LIGHT OF THE WOODS AND INTO

the sick white brightness of a snow-covered field. Brothers, they both
squinted as the sunlight burnt their eyes, their foreheads and noses wrinkling up in the same way. The snow crunched beneath their boots and clung
to their heavy flannel jackets, the air stung through their homemade
stocking caps and mittens.
The older boy trudged through the knee-high snow with the stocky
awkwardness of a boy barely past puberty, all the muscles of a man and
none of the sense to use them. The icy air froze the wispy, fuzzy strands of
hair above his lip that he called a mustache. A .22 rifle was slung across his
shoulder. A strand of dark brown hair stuck out from under his stocking
cap, hanging limply across his brow. He brushed it away and then stretched
his hand out across his forehead, shielding his gray eyes from the sun as he
looked out across the field.
The younger boy was the spitting image of his brother, with the same
gray eyes and brown hair escaping his cap, but he was smaller, scrawny, and
his right eye was swollen and purple. He called to an old dog to follow them
into the clearing.
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The dog, eyes filled with the foggy wickedness of cataracts, strained to
see where he was going, and struggled to lift his crippled, arthritic bones
over the snowbank at the edge of the woods. The dog tried twice to lift himself over the deep snow, falling both times. The younger boy sighed, his
shoulders slumping at the pitiful sight. He walked back to the dog. As he
lifted him up, the boy thought he could smell the rot of old age working on
the dog's insides, could feel the slick, thin fur coming out in clumps as he
lifted him. The dog looked up at the boy, whimpering from the pain and the
cold that shuddered through his body, and licked the boy's face. Despite the
weight of the dog's limp body, the boy couldn't bring himself to set his old
friend back on the cold ground.
"We can't do this," the boy said to his older brother.
"We got to. I love that dog as much as you do, but look at 'im, he's
nothing but suffering. 'Sides, the old man will know if we don't, and he's
liable to give you another one of them swollen eyes."
The younger brother kicked at the snow. His eye wouldn't open since his
father had socked him for trying to hide the dog in the basement of their
house. The boy had known the old dog his whole life, just as long as he'd
known his father. He knew which one he'd rather be doing this to.
"We could just let him go, let him live in the woods."
"Brother, he'd have it worse in the woods. He'd starve if he didn't freeze
first. And he'd just come wandering on back home; he knows the way, and
then we'd both get a beating.
"And anyway, this looks like a good spot. Go on and set him down over
there by that little pine tree."
The younger boy shook his head, but stomped toward the lonelylooking pine tree that stood thirty or forty feet into the clearing, carrying the
dog, feeling the heavy sting of tears forming at the edges of his eyes. He sat
the dog down as his brother had told him to do. The dog's legs shook under
his own weight, but he did not lie down in the snow; he just stood there
looking up at the boy. The boy couldn't look back. He wanted to wrap the
dog in his arms, keep him warm, carry him back to the house and sit in front
of the fire, stroking the ice out of his fur. He brother was calling him back
to the edge of the woods.
"C'mon now, come on back here, c'mon."
The boy turned his back on the dog, and it felt like the cruelest thing he
had ever done. The dog gave out a weak bark, as if asking the boy to come
back to his side, but the boy just walked back to his brother.
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"All right," he said, "just get it over with."
The older boy swung the rifle off of his shoulder, he pulled back the
lever. He clicked off the safety, raised the rifle, and looked down the barrel
at the dog: shaking legs, sad eyes, mangy, greasy fur clinging to sagging
flesh, ribs and spine sticking out sharply.
"You gonna take that dog out and shoot it," their father had said that
morning, "I'm tired of its stink. Ya hear me, boy? You gonna get yer brother
and yer gonna go get rid of it, or I'll snap its neck and toss it in with the hogs."
It wasn't an empty threat. Both boys could remember when their little sister
had hidden a kitten in the sock drawer of her dresser. It was just a tiny thing, not
even weaned yet; she had to feed it milk from a baby bottle. Soft white and black
fur, sweet little eyes it could barely keep open. She had it for a week before their
old man found it. He heard it mewing one night and came flying out of bed.
The boys had heard the mewing too, they lay awake in the bedroom they
shared, hoping the old man was too drunk and passed out to hear the little
kitten. They heard the stomping too, heard their father's heavy footfalls down
the hallway toward their sister's room, right across the hall from their own.
They heard their sister start screaming and their old man screaming back,
heard the thud of the old man bouncing her off the walls, heard the kitten
give out a choked, gurgling sound, heard their sister start sobbing.
Their door flew open. The old man stood there holding their sister by
her hair with one arm and the kitten in the other, its eyes closed, neck all
twisted in the wrong direction.
"Did you know about this?" their father roared. "Did you know this
whore was keeping an animal in my house?" The boys just stared. "Get up,
get up, get yer asses outta bed; yer comin' with me."
They followed the old man out of the house in silence. He dragged their
sister with them, his hand still curled up all vicious in her hair, the kitten in
his other hand, dangling by the scruff of its snapped neck. They followed
him out back, out toward the barn, to the hog pen.
"Imma show you what we do with bullshit like this, ya hear me? Can't
pull shit like this in my house." Their father threw their sister to the ground
and started banging on a fence post of the hog pen. The hogs came wallowing out, snorting and grunting. "This is what we do with bullshit like
this," their father said, and threw the dead kitten into the pen with the hogs.
The hogs were on it instantly. The boys and their sister would never
forget the sounds; the ripping of the kitten's soft fur, the tearing of skin, the
crunch of bones. The kitten was gone in less than a minute.
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Their father grabbed their sister's arm and pulled her back to her feet,
just to slap her hard with the back of his hand. She went down again. The
older boy felt his guts slam up against his rib cage like they were ready to
take a run at the old man. He didn't move an inch. "Fuck up again," the old
man said, "and y'all be the ones laid up in that pen with snapped necks."
As he looked down the barrel on the gun, the older boy couldn't stop
hearing the crunch of that kitten's bones. His aim wavered but he steadied
himself. He aimed at the dog's chest, where he hoped the heart would be.
He wanted it to be quick, but he couldn't shoot for the head-he'd have to
look the dog in the eyes if he aimed for the head. He ground his teeth,
clenched his jaw, felt his muscles tighten up until they wouldn't move-even
his body didn't want to do this. "We have to," he said to his brother and the
dog and himself. He pulled the trigger.
He wasn't really sure what had happened at first, but suddenly he was
thrown to the frozen ground. The gun had gone off, straight up in the air,
and his brother was scrambling across the snow toward the dog. He got to
the dog and scooped him up in his arms and took off across the clearing,
heading for the woods on the far side.
The older boy yelled after him, "Stop! Stop!" frantic because he knew
that beneath all the snow in this clearing, only a few yards beyond that
lonely little pine tree, was an old farmer's pond. He knew it was plenty deep,
plenty hidden under the snow, and the ice would still be plenty thin this
early in the winter. "Brother, stop! The pond!"
But his brother didn't stop, he just kept running, tripping over the snow
with the dog in his arms, running for the woods, trying to rescue the dog.
As his older brother kept shouting behind him, he felt the ground change
beneath his feet, heard the sound of his running change from the thick thudding of his boots on frozen dirt and grass to a harder, hollow sound. And
then he heard a different sound altogether, crackling. He heard the crackling
and the dog whimpering in his arms; he felt the falling and the needles
pushing through his thick winter clothes and into his skin, the hammer
slamming into his chest and pushing out all the air in his lungs. He felt the
darkness and the icy crush of the water closing around him like a blanket,
so cold it burned. He felt the dead weight of the dog dragging him down
and down and down. He felt the immediate, the urgent, the horrifying need
to breathe, to go up, to get to the surface with its air and sunlight.
His feet hit the bottom and he tried to push up, to go to the surface, but
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the dog was still in his arms, still forcing him down. He had to let go, he had
to. He pushed off the bottom again, but when he got to the surface, he couldn't
go up anymore, couldn't see the sunlight through the thick snow covering the
ice over his head, couldn't taste the air. He slammed his hands against the ice
as hard as he could, but the water slowed his fists, the cold sucked at the thin,
stringy muscles of his arms, making them go rigid and weak.
The older boy ran across the field, he had seen his brother fall through,
could see the hole where he'd dropped into the water. But with all the snow,
he couldn't tell where the edge of the pond was. He began digging at the
snow, got on his knees and spread his arms out in wide arches, desperate to
find the edge of the ice.
The younger boy saw a light wink on out of the corner of his fading
sight, a thin line of golden light that raced through the dark frozen world
below the ice. He thought that maybe it was heaven, maybe all those stories
his ma had read him from the Bible, maybe they were true, maybe he was
about to die and this was God, this soft golden light, light that he imagined
he could feel the heat from even in the cold water, maybe it was God and
the angels and he was saved. With the last of his strength, the last of his
breath, he pushed himself toward the light and looked up into it.
The older boy looked down through the ice he had uncovered beneath
the snow, and there beneath that slick, shining ice he could see the pale face
of his little brother looking up at him. "Hold on, brother! Just hold on!" He
had grabbed the rifle off of the ground as he ran across the field, and now
he sat on his knees and slammed the stock of the gun into the ice. Sharp
pieces flew into his face, into his eyes, but he had made a small hole. His
brother was drifting away, down away from the surface of the water, his
eyes rolling up in the back of his head. He slammed the rifle again and again
against the ice; the hole was getting bigger, but not fast enough. His brother
began to sink. He stood up, leaning his shoulders and his head over the rifle,
throwing all of his weight into each blow against the ice.
Their father heard the crack of the gun in the distance. "Good," he
thought, "it's done."
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The Nipple
Brianna Cairns

A REALLY FREAKY THING HAPPENED SOMETIME IN EARLY MAY IN THE THIRD

house from the corner of Spruce and Maple Streets. Jason rolled over in his
bed, trying to ignore the ear-piercing beeps from his alarm clock. His alarm
clock was on the other side of the room, his mom's idea so that he couldn't
hit the snooze button or, worse, just turn it off. He pulled his pillow over his
head but that couldn't block out his alarm or his sister's pounding and
screaming that was just beginning on the other side of the door.
"Jason! Get up! It's time to get ready for school! Come on! Let's go!"
Jason groaned and rolled to the side of his bed, planting his feet on the
floor. Rubbing his eyes then stretching his arms high above his head, he
forced himself up and started to drag his feet through the mounds of dirty
clothes and trash on the floor. He fumbled with the doorknob for a few seconds, and then trudged to the kitchen to get breakfast.
Elyse was already at the table, pouring milk into her bowl of Cheerios.
A good, healthy breakfast. Jason, still dragging himself along as if his feet
weighed a ton, pulled open one of the kitchen cabinets. Twizzlers or Dots?
He stopped to think about it. He could just eat both, but his mother
wouldn't go shopping until Saturday, and it was only Thursday. He stared
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at the box of Dots and the bag of Twizzlers, carefully considering both
options before selecting the Dots. Elyse looked up from her bowl of cereal
as he closed the cabinet and flopped lifelessly into the chair across from her.
"Dots? You're eating Dots for breakfast? Seriously, I don't understand
how you stay in shape. Granted, this does explain all the cavities, but come
on, you're eating candy for breakfast. Can't you eat something healthier?"
Jason rolled his eyes up toward the ceiling as his sister's shrill voice continued to babble on about the importance of a healthy breakfast in the
morning. He punched through the perforations on his box of Dots, dumped
a handful into his hand and popped them into his mouth. He chomped on
his Dots, rolling them around and grinding them into a gummy wad in his
mouth until, suddenly, something stopped his teeth from grinding. It was
like they had bounced off a Dot instead of crushing through it. He bit down
again. Something squishy was stuck between his teeth, but it wasn't gummy
or fruity like the Dots. He rolled the mystery Dot around in his mouth with
his tongue. It was kind of rubbery ... maybe fleshy ... and it tasted ...
slightly salty ... like skin? He spit the Dot into his hand and studied it. It
wasn't a Dot. It looked more like ...
"What is that?" Elyse asked him leaning closer to his hand. "Oh my
God. Is that a nipple?"
Jason looked down at the round, pinkish-brown Dot in his hand. His
sister was right. It was in fact a nipple. He poked at the soft piece of flesh
with his finger. How did it get into his box of Dots? And why did he have
the feeling that he'd seen it before? This was ridiculous. Why would he recognize a nipple that magically appeared inside his box of Dots?
"Oh my God! That is so gross! You sick bastard! You and those stupid boys
from the swim team! You all think that Purple Nurple is so hilarious and now
look what you've done! You've taken someone's nipple clean off! And then you
just whip it out at the table during breakfast! What is wrong with you?"
Jason gaped wordlessly at his sister. Purple Nurple? How could she possibly think that he literally twisted someone's nipple off? He would
remember doing that. Right? Although ... there was still something about
the round, quarter-sized nipple that still looked suspiciously familiar to him.
He pinched the nipple between his fingers and twisted, feeling the flesh
bunch up between his fingers, and it hit him. No way. It couldn't be. But yes,
it looked, and definitely felt, just like Matt Thomas's nipple. Jason's
stomach turned over. How could Matt Thomas's nipple have gotten into his
box of Dots? His head started spinning. What was he supposed to do with
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this? How could he just get rid of a body part, especially when he knew the
person it belonged to? He rubbed at his forehead. He was way too tired to
deal with this in the morning. He reached for a napkin to wrap it in.
"What are you doing?" his sister interrogated.
"Um ... getting a napkin?"
"For what?"
"To, um ... wrap this?"
"And what do you think you're going to do with it after you wrap it?"
Jason rolled his eyes, annoyed. Why did she care what he was going to do?
"I don't know. I'll put it in a drawer until after school." And in the meantime
he could try to come up with some idea of what to actually do with it.
Elyse exploded, jumping out of her chair. "Oh no, you won't! That is so
not going to stay in our house! Get it out! You sick bastard! What is it, like,
some gross disgusting little souvenir? Get it out! Oh, when Mom and Dad
hear about what you've done ... oh, they'll give it to you then! You are so
dead! Why do you still have that thing? I said get it out!"
Jason jumped up, knocking his chair to the floor, and backed up toward
the door as his sister continued to shriek at him.
"OK, OK, I'm going," he muttered, pulling the back door open and slipping into the yard. Get it out. OK, it was out. But take it where? He slipped
the napkin with the nipple inside his sweatshirt pocket. Walking into the
alley, he stopped and thought about just dropping it. But he remembered
what his sister said about his parents killing him and decided against it.
He turned out of the alley, Jeft onto Maple Street. Where could he get
rid of this thing? Under a bush? No, it could get blown away. He crossed
Elm Street. In the planter over there? No that was the Jones's house. They
knew his parents. He crossed Chestnut Street. What about that trash can
right there? Shit no. Crazy Man Potter just came out. He didn't want Matt
Thomas's nipple to end up in the hands of Crazy Man Potter. He crossed
Pine Road. School. He started to cross the parking lot. Well, he could just
casually drop it here. Who would know it was him? And if someone else
picked it up, it was their own problem, right? He eased the napkin to the
edge of his pocket and, oh, there it went. He smiled slightly to himself, only
to have his relief punctured by a voice behind him.
"Um, son? You dropped your napkin back there," said one of the office
administrators getting out of his car. "Come now, let's not litter. There are plenty
of trash cans around school. Would it really kill you that much to hold on to
your garbage for another ten steps until you are inside the building?"
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"Huh? Oh. Must've fallen out of my pocket," Jason muttered, scrambling to snatch it off the ground while the administrator shook his head in
reproach. Damn. Didn't work. Slipping the napkin back into his pocket, he
snuck around to the back of the school. Surely there had to be a place he
could get rid of it. He pulled open the gym door and shuffled in, making a
beeline for the boy's locker room.
Now, while Jason is wandering aimlessly around the school trying to
figure out how to get rid of a classmate's nipple without being caught, this
might be a good time to talk about what Jason was like. Jason was just like
any other teenage boy. He was athletic and spent most of his time practicing
for swim meets. Being on the swim team, he obviously spent most of his
time in the chlorinated pool water. Of course, one would think that he'd
want to shower after spending all his time in the pool, but like most boys,
Jason didn't spend much of his time fretting about hygiene. And that was
why his dirty blond hair had a rather greenish tint to it and he always had
the scent of chlorine following him around.
Being on the swim team was also what started the whole purple nurple
bit, since he and the other guys spent a lot of time without shirts on. His
favorite guy to pick on was Matt Thomas, who was especially uptight and
proud of his perfectly toned body. Matt liked to work out and then spend
a lot of time admiring himself in the mirror. This was, of course, the perfect
time for Jason and the other pranksters of the team to sneak up on him and
twist his nipples. As a result, Matt spent a lot of time pointing out how
ridiculous Jason was and complaining about the way Jason smelled when
he got too close. This didn't really help Matt's case, since it just made Jason
even more determined to annoy the hell out of him whenever he could.
Jason slipped out of the locker room into the hallway. He still had that
damn nipple. What could he do? He wandered down the hallway and
noticed a janitor emptying the recycling containers into a large bin. This
could work. After all, like the administrator said, he could throw out his
trash in the building. He waited until the janitor walked away and then
raced top speed to the huge recycling bin. He pulled the napkin from his
pocket. He shot. He scored. It landed among the crumpled papers as he tore
past the bin. He didn't stop until he reached the cafeteria. Panting, he collapsed into one of the plastic chairs. At last it was gone. He leaned his head
back trying to catch his breath. His stomach growled, not surprising since
the nipple had ruined his breakfast of Dots. He rummaged in his pockets for
change, hoping to get some candy from the vending machine.
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"Um, excuse me?"
Jason looked up at the sound of the nasally voice and saw a nerdy kid
with a notepad in front of him. "Yeah?"
The nerdy kid cleared his throat and puffed out his chest. "I'm a member
of the student body hall patrol."
Jason noticed the shiny button pinned to the kid's chest. "Yeah, so?"
"Well, I saw that you dropped some trash into the recycling and it's
against the rules to do that. The blue recycling bins are for recycling only.
Paper, aluminum cans, glass. All acceptable recycling is listed on the signs
posted by every bin. Trash goes in the black cans."
"Whatever, man. It was just a napkin. Won't happen again."
"Well, it better not. It is very important that we follow the rules to keep
our school's recycling program running effectively. So please be sure to
always throw your trash in the garbage cans and your recyclables in the
recycling bins."
"Yeah, man. Trash in black. Recycling in blue. Got it."
"What are you doing here this early anyway?"
Jason grimaced. What was he doing in school this early other than
trying to dispose of a nipple, which he couldn't say for obvious reasons. "I
uh ... had some studying to do."
"Really? Where are your books?"
"Ummm ... ," Jason tried to think up a good excuse.
"Well, I'm going to have to write you up."
"Wait, what? Write me up? For what?"
"Suspicious activity." The kid paused. "And pajama pants are against
dress code."
Jason looked down at his navy blue pajama pants. "Aw, come on, man.
Is that really necessary? Listen. I'll get my buddies to lay off you for a week
if you let it go, man."
The nerdy patrol kid waved the pad of paper under Jason's nose. "What
do you think I carry this around for? Fashion?" The kid snorted at his own
joke and shook his head chuckling. Jason grabbed at the pad of paper in his
hand but the kid snatched his wrist. "That's it. Let's go talk to my buddy the
dean." And with that, Jason was dragged off by a nerdy hall patrol kid to
the dean's office, at which point the rest of the story becomes rather blurred.
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